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 This qualitative study, using a scholarly personal narrative (SPN) methodology, explores 
one woman’s journey of resilience through the themes of mind, body, and spirit.  Using personal 
stories and perspectives, the study details how the author experienced a tumultuous year.  The 
paper examines resilience as a personality characteristic and as a psychological process of 
meaning-making and growth, and further hypothesizes resilience as existential courage.  
Posttraumatic growth theory and Existentialism explicate and challenge the narrative of how the 
author grew from stress and what resilience felt like from the internal experience.  The study 
recommends additional narrative studies of spiritual growth as a result of stress and resilience as 
meaning-making from trauma.  The concluding implications for leadership and universities make 
a case for nurturing the human spirit as a way of fostering resilience and becoming whole.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
I am what I am not yet. 
~Maxine Greene 
 
My fascination with resilience started with Karla’s mom and the bear.  My partner’s 
mother, Jane, was in rapid decline from congestive heart failure.  At 89, she had lived a rich life, 
mostly spent in Excelsior, Minnesota, but she was now in an assisted living space in the suburbs.  
Selling her house had been difficult, an acknowledgment that her treasured independence had 
waned.  Her third-floor apartment, however, was lovely, sunlit in the afternoon and loaded with 
antiques.  She had a full kitchen, which, for her, meant that this home was real.  She could still 
bake if she wanted.  She could cook a full meal if she wanted.  Her refrigerator came with an ice 
maker and filtered cold water, which she loved.  Karla and I hooked up her DirectTV and 
installed a special telephone that amplified sound so she could talk to her friends.  Always the 
animal lover, and with a view of a pond and the woods, she requested that we install a bird 
feeder on the small balcony so she could rest in bed and see the chickadees, finches, and 
cardinals that visited, even during the Minnesota winters.    
Jane “had all her marbles,” as Karla frequently characterized her mother.  Even as her 
body failed, Jane’s wit and dry humor remained.  Her intelligent, pale blue eyes sparkled behind 
her glasses, especially when sharing an inside joke with Karla.  This lucidity made the bear she 
saw all the more mystifying.   
Jane’s last weekend out of her apartment was spent getting a haircut, finishing her 
financial arrangements, going to a Chinese restaurant for lunch, and swinging by Burger King for 
a chocolate malt.  She was exhausted by that adventure, but satisfied that she had tied up loose 
ends.  Sometime in the next week, about three weeks before she died, Jane started seeing a black 
bear in the neighboring woods.  There were periodic bear sightings in the Twin Cities 
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metropolitan area, so we did not think much of it at first.  But Jane’s description was unusually 
vivid.  She figured him to be a male adolescent, although smaller, about the size of the children’s 
book character Little Bear.  She saw him in the crook of the tree near the pond.  He slept in the 
tree, scooched around to get comfortable, examined his paw, and looked at her. 
These sightings continued for another couple of weeks, and Jane reported his activities to 
us.  With each sighting, she said the bear came closer.  Concurrently, the glances Karla and I 
exchanged progressed from quizzical to resigned.  One afternoon, Jane developed a deep, juicy 
cough, and we realized her congestive heart condition was much worse.  Karla asked her mother 
if she thought she was ready for hospice.  Jane said, “That’s the end, right?”   
“Yep, it is, Mom,” Karla replied.   
Jane paused, gazed out the window, and nodded her head.  In her last days, Jane slept 
more and more, doing the inner work that was part of the dying process, while continuing to look 
out the window at her birds and her bear.  Karla remembered the last few days this way:  
I could not see the bear.  It was her bear, and we both agreed it was her spirit guide.  I 
asked some of my Native American friends about it, and they said bears, eagles, and 
horses are good.  Some people see other animals that aren’t so good.  Over time, the bear 
came closer, and got bigger.  Last week, the bear was sleeping in her bed.  We both knew 
her time here was ending.  The last day she was quite lucid for a bit and said there were 
many bears with her.  She was comforted by them and was not afraid of them.  She 
respected them but was okay to be with them.  At midnight she went with the bears. 
 
Jane died on April 15, 2014, in her sleep, in her own bed, in her own apartment.  It was a 
good death.  We got the call a little after midnight from hospice, drove to her apartment, and 
started the process that we all have done when relatives die: calling the coroner, calling relatives, 
and calling the funeral home.  But first, we sat a while in Jane’s apartment, listening to the 
stillness.  I can’t say it felt like death per se, but something was missing.  Jane was missing.  Her 
body was there in the next room, but it was merely a shell.  Jane’s soul and her bear were gone.   
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I didn’t know Jane well, but her death had an impact on me in several ways.  I had not 
been around death in quite some time.  It had been more than 25 years since I had experienced 
the death of a close relative.  Both of my parents are alive, and my grandparents died when I was 
young, my grandmother dying when I was 18, and my grandfather when I was 20.  They both 
had cancer and died prior to the hospice movement.  I remember my grandmother in the hospital 
all summer before I left for college.  She was hooked up to an IV bag full of Dilaudid, asking my 
father if he saw the purple Volkswagen coming through the wall.  Funny family stories ensued, 
but what I wouldn’t have given to have had her home, comfortable, and lucid, like Jane.   
Additionally, I confess to a certain spiritual cynicism.  Prior to my experience with Jane, I 
would have been one of those secular skeptics confidently proclaiming that “Jane is experiencing 
hallucinations.  Nothing more to it than that.”  For some reason, Jane’s solid sense of reason 
opened my eyes and heart to possibility.  Who am I to say that what she saw was not real?  Does 
it matter?  I used to think it mattered greatly.  I used to think if we didn’t acknowledge an 
objective truth and an objective reality, civilization would fall.  Faith was a societally privileged 
mental illness.   
I changed my mind.  Seven months later, when faced with my own possible mortality, I 
drew strength from Jane’s experience.  Surprisingly, the specter of death was not as scary as I 
feared.   
 Jane’s death marked the beginning of what would be a personally tumultuous year, the 
bookend of which would be my uncle’s death in April 2015.  More like a grandfather, Uncle 
Stanley was 100 years old and, like Jane, he died in his sleep in his own bed.  We all should be 
so lucky.  Bracketed by these two deaths, these circle of life moments, would be two job layoffs 
(one for Karla and one for me), our marriage, and my serious health crisis.  On the well-known 
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Holmes-Rahe Stress Inventory (1967), I scored 502 points (out of a possible 600), meaning I was 
at serious risk for illness based on the stress I encountered that year.   
Yet, I never felt more alive, more grounded, or more healthy.  Why?  What was it about 
resilience that I internalized and made work for me?  Why, when faced with stress, do some 
people crumble and some people rise?  Where does resilience come from, how does it evolve 
over our lifetime, and how can we create meaningful lives even amidst significant stress?  How 
did my story add to the research on what was a popular topic? 
As I grappled with these questions and experiences, I realized my thought process led me 
to examine themes of mind, body, and spirit.  These themes were not part of an intentional 
search; rather, I felt myself gravitating toward books, podcasts, and friends who could help me 
make sense out of what I was experiencing.  As Nash and Bradley (2011) stated in their 
description of the four features of the scholarly personal narrative methodology, this first pre-
search phase begins with “a belief or burning question that cries out to be answered” (p. 36).  At 
times, that question was a self-indulgent “Why me?”  At other moments, that question was 
“Where does my resilience come from?  Nature?  Nurture?  Something else?” 
As a result, my readings were far flung.  The interplay between psychology and biology 
fascinated me.  I had a newly diagnosed chronic disease—autoimmune hepatitis—and I was 
motivated to learn all I could to keep my immune system from devouring my liver.  I attended a 
class on anti-inflammatory foods, I started meditation, and I read about the impact of stress on 
the immune system.  I began to see stories about resilience everywhere.   
Just as my physical condition began to stabilize, the university eliminated my position as 
a result of state budget cuts.  I had worked in higher education my entire career, and within one 
afternoon, that career was gone.  My employment future unknown, I felt an existential abyss 
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looming.  My mind’s outlet—my job—was gone; my body—my physical health—was tenuous; 
and my spirit, well, I was yet to come to terms with those existential questions.  Yet I felt growth 
occurring.  I felt resilient.  I felt strong.  I felt drawn to that “burning question” of why, when so 
much is going wrong, did I keep rising?  I needed to look deeper. 
Significance of the Study and Research Question 
As I became interested in the source of my resilience, I gravitated to other people’s 
stories.  All of us encounter stressful events in our lives.  Deaths, marriages, births.  New jobs, 
job losses.  Moving.  Health problems.  Financial strains.  How we manifest resilience varies 
within each individual, and we probably all know friends, colleagues, or loved ones who seem to 
collapse when faced with challenging life events.  Conversely, some people appear to bounce 
back quickly or even to blossom.  For those individuals who experience growth, where does that 
resilience come from?  Is it an innate personality characteristic?  Is it something they learned?  
Has some event in their background prepared them for future challenges?  I asked myself all of 
these questions, and I looked outward to learn more and to put my experience in context. 
A quick look around my local bookstore suggested that stress was something to avoid.  A 
substantial amount of popular literature (Brown, 2015; Carnegie, 1984; Emmett, 2008) revolved 
around how to circumvent stress or to manage it, everything from yoga to mindfulness.  I could 
not, however, avoid my layoff, my autoimmune condition, or the deaths in my family.  I tried to 
manage all of the stressors in my life, but I was also aware of experiencing a more profound 
phenomenon.  My life was opening in ways I did not expect.   
I started looking at basic definitions of resilience.  The term resilience, introduced into 
the English language in the early 17th century, derives from the Latin verb resilire, meaning to 
rebound or recoil (McAslan, 2010).  Initially, the term measured a material’s elastic capacity, its 
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ability to withstand pressure without breaking.  The concept became important in shipbuilding in 
the mid-1800s when building materials transitioned from wood to iron, and Irish engineer Robert 
Mallet’s work was pivotal to predicting a material’s capacity to withstand severe conditions 
(McAslan, 2010).   
With this definition, I understood resilience as an innate capacity, a testament to what I 
was made of, the raw material of my being.  My ancestors fished the waters off Long Island for 
the past 350 years, so the nautical metaphor spoke to me.  At times throughout that year, I felt 
like a ship at sea, tossed by tides and winds, battered by the elements, but holding up well.  
Indeed, Garmezy (1991), Rutter (1985), and Werner (1995) produced some of the first 
psychological studies of resilience and focused on children who overcame poverty in their 
backgrounds, concluding that these children manifested a type of invincibility that inoculated 
them against struggles in later life.  This approach suggested that resilience was not a learned 
process but a personality trait.  One was either equipped to deal with life’s hardships or not.   
Seery, Holman, and Silver (2010), Aldwin, Sutton, and Lachman (1996), Bonanno 
(2004), and Masten (2014) acknowledged a personality component to resilience but also 
suggested that coping mechanisms could develop, and, therefore, improve over one’s lifetime.  
Seery et al., in fact, attempted to prove the adage “Whatever does not kill us makes us stronger.”  
They found that adults who had experienced a modest level of adversity in their backgrounds 
exhibited higher levels of positive mental and physical health than individuals with either 
extreme adversity or no adversity at all.  Considering both schools of thought—resilience as 
inborn or resilience as a process—encouraged me to reflect on my own background.   
Maddi (2006) and McGonigle (2015) defined resilience as “the courage to grow from 
stress.”  McGonigle compared resilience to a muscle and wrote that one can “get good at stress” 
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(p. 94).  In addition, McGonigle wrote, our mindset plays a large part in our resilience.  How we 
think about stress is more important to our resilience than the stressor itself.  Yes, our brains are 
hard-wired as individuals, and we are products of our upbringing and genetics.  But we also have 
a choice to how we respond to life events.  Resilience is not just a function of nature or nurture, 
but something deeper.  Resilience, ultimately, is about existential courage.  It is mind, body, and 
spirit. 
 Here was the definition I needed.  Here was the concept I was experiencing as an adult.  
Yes, I adapted relatively well to all the stressors I encountered—our family deaths, my health 
crisis, my job loss.  Yes, I experienced some early life stresses that gave me confidence for later 
life events.  Seery et al. (2010) suggested that early adversity promoted resilience, but I was 
doing more than surviving; I was thriving.  Why was I thriving?  What did it feel like to be 
surprised by my own strength and to experience a year of living resiliently?  How did the themes 
of mind, body, and spirit manifest themselves in my life? 
When Karla and I dined at a restaurant a year ago, I joked that my research question 
should be “What’s the meaning of life?”  When we encounter stressful life events that require us 
to live resiliently, it is common to ask “Why?  Why did this event happen to me?”  We may ask 
God why S/He allowed such a thing to happen.  I experienced that same existential crisis and 
landed on the research question that interested me most: how I grew from stress and how I made 
meaning from that growth. 
During one doctor’s appointment, I asked my hepatologist why my immune system 
attacked my liver.  I did not drink heavily, I was not sexually promiscuous, and I had never done 
drugs.  I did not do anything wrong.  He just shrugged.  These things happen.  Similarly, I asked 
my boss, the president at my university, why my position was the one eliminated.  I met my 
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performance goals.  I was well-liked.  I was productive.  I did not do anything wrong.  He, too, 
shrugged.  It is not personal; it’s budget.  These things happen.   
How unsatisfying! 
I have always been the type of person who had a visceral dislike to the axiom “Things 
happen for a reason.”  No.  No, they don’t.  We construct meaning around random events 
because humans are pattern seekers.  We need to make sense out of life.  This sense making was 
what made the study of resilience so interesting to me.  I was interested in the psychological 
mechanics of how I grew from stress, but I was also interested in the philosophical meaning I 
derived from that growth.  I was interested in what it felt like to be me, and, by extension, to be 
human. 
Although scholarship in psychology, which was extensive on the topic of resilience, 
provided insightful veracity and vigor to my topic, much of that scholarship was quantitative.  I 
found few responses to the questions, “What does resilience feel like and how do you learn it?” 
or “What meaning do you now make of your experience?”  Few qualitative studies existed in the 
psychological literature, and even fewer narrative studies.  Morris (2015) suggested this dearth 
was a sign of our times, noting, “Most of us no longer turn to poetry, our families, or the clergy 
for solace. . . . Instead, we turn to psychiatrists” (p. 3).  But Morris acknowledged psychology 
was ill-equipped to address the kinds of questions and issues that arose for individuals who 
experienced loss, and, as a result, resilience, because those issues, at their heart, were existential.  
Bakewell (2016) wrote, “We can investigate human behavior scientifically, but this never quite 
touches how we experience our lives from the inside” (para. 17).  This study fills a gap in the 
research around resilience, a study that is qualitative, narrative, and personal.  
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Brief Glossary of Terms 
Assumptive world.  “A conceptual system, developed over time, that provides us with 
expectations about the world and ourselves” (Janoff-Bulman, 1992, p. 5). 
Bonac/Bonacker.  Native of Springs, New York 
Christian Existentialism.  A theo-philosophical approach to Christianity that employs 
an existentialist lens, as seen in the works of Paul Tillich and Soren Kierkegaard.  
Existentialism.  A philosophy, sometimes referred to as a school of thought or just an 
attitude that emphasizes the individual, concrete experience within an absurd world.  
Existentialists focus on freedom, responsibility, experience, and authenticity.  (Bakewell, 2016).  
Expert companions.  Professionals, often health professionals, who help guide 
individuals through trauma into growth (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013).  I expand the definition to 
include important mentors and friends who helped me experience resilience. 
Hardiness.  The personality factors (commitment, control, and challenge) that together 
provide an individual with the attitude and motivation to turn stressful events into opportunities 
for personal growth; alternately, existential courage (Maddi, 2004). 
Posttraumatic growth.  “The experience of positive change that the individual 
experiences as a result of the struggle with a traumatic event” (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013, p. 6). 
Resilience.  The courage to grow from stress (Maddi, 2004; McGonigle, 2015) 
Rumination.  The thought process of making a crisis manageable and giving it 
meaning—intentionally or intrusively (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995). 
Ultimate concern.  Faith in something (Tillich, 1957/2009). 
Vicarious resilience.  The phenomenon of learning resilience from and through a trauma 
survivor’s growth process (Hernandez, Gangsei, & Engstrom, 2007). 
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Overview of Study 
The following chapters explore my thoughts, process, and meaning-making around how I 
grew from stress, with a focus on the themes of mind, body, and spirit.  I neither wanted to write 
a maudlin memoir nor a plucky self-help essay; rather, I strove to compose a vigorous, honest 
portrait of personal resilience, rich with stories and illuminated by appropriate scholarship.  
Chapter 2 details the scholarly personal narrative (SPN) methodology I used to interrogate my 
research question.  Chapters 3, 4, and 5 provide the core of my study, the me-search and the re-
search.  Chapter 3 focuses on how I learned resilience from an intellectual perspective.  It 
explores my family origins and identity, my scholarly molding, and the role of work in my life.  
Chapter 4 delves into my health crisis and the role of mind/body concepts to my growth.  
Chapter 5 explores matters of the spirit and the existential meanings I made from this experience.  
To place my study in context and to provide theoretical underpinnings, I engage and embed 
relevant literature throughout those three chapters.  Lastly, Chapter 6 expands my findings to a 
universal audience, the we-search.  I consider how we might build resilience in our universities, 
in ourselves as leaders, and in ourselves as humans.  
The organization of the middle chapters is intentional.  When we speak of the 
mind/body/spirit trinity or phenomenon, we tend to say “mind/body/spirit,” in that order.  One 
early reader of this dissertation challenged me regarding this order, saying “Aren’t you 
privileging the intellect by placing the ‘mind’ chapter first?”  It was a good challenge that caused 
me to ponder.  As I thought about my experience of resilience, and as I talked to my partner 
Karla, she verbalized my thinking well.  She said, “Mind, body, and spirit is not only the 
chronology of the events as you lived them (and as I lived them with you), but it is how you 
layered your understanding of resilience.  It shows how you were pre-crisis, during-crisis, and 
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post-crisis.  To invert the order would not only be deceptive, but it would be boring.”  Leave it to 







Chapter 2: Methodology 
Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards. 
~Soren Kierkegaard 
 
Because I used an SPN methodology to examine the themes of mind, body, and spirit 
within my experience of resilience, let me share the moment when I came to embrace the 
method.  I was attending the garbing ceremony for the 2015 graduates of the University of St. 
Thomas doctoral programs for three reasons.  First, three members of my cohort were graduating 
after several years of work, and I wanted to support their achievement.  Second, a member of my 
partner’s cohort was graduating, and I tagged along as the good spouse.  Third, and maybe most 
important, I had been recently readmitted to the doctoral program after a 7-year hiatus, and I was 
eager to reconnect with the community and to see familiar faces.   
As committee chairs hooded the graduates, the emcee read the titles of their dissertations.  
In typical higher education fashion, the titles were lengthy, but in the corner of my auditory 
mind, I realized I was hearing the term scholarly personal narrative along with “a case study  
of. . . ,” “a phenomenological look at. . . ,” and “a grounded theory approach to. . . . ”  Ideas 
started to smolder.  I remembered my last cohort class in 2007 when we wrote a narrative 
reflection paper on our experience in the program.  It was the most personally fulfilling paper I 
had written, and I had a vision of a book by Nash (2004).  I remembered the reason why I 
initially took a break from the program: I could not find the passion to embark on the dissertation 
process, given the life events and work demands occurring at the time.  I just didn’t have the 
spark.  Seven years later, on that Friday evening in May, a tiny flame poked her head up above 
the embers and said, “Hey, Kris, remember me?” 
I did remember the SPN concept—vaguely.  Up to this point, I considered a dissertation 
topic revolving around my recent layoff experience, either through the lens of an institutional 
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case study or a phenomenological study of the experiences of collegiate enrollment officers.  
Several colleagues were going through the same experience:  getting laid off because of budget 
shortfalls.  It was a natural experience to examine.  However, I knew it would mean spending at 
least one year in a very negative emotional place, given what was occurring within the university 
system and the politics of the state, and I was not sure I was up to reliving it.  Lastly, my health 
condition was not in remission yet, and I was still reeling from the tumult of the past year.  I 
needed this topic to be meaningful, engaging, and profound. 
After the ceremony, as Karla and I dined at Vincent’s, a plush French restaurant next to 
campus, I mused, “Huh, I guess scholarly personal narrative is a thing now.  I wonder what a 
dissertation that employs that methodology looks like.”  Karla also graduated from the doctoral 
program, and we spent the rest of dinner talking about methodology, our cohort experience, and 
the kinds of topics and research questions that engaged me.  I said, “Given this year, I’m 
interested in what’s the meaning of life!”  Karla, smiling, retorted, “I think you need to narrow it 
down.”  Over the course of that summer, as I refined my research question, read the literature 
about resilience, wrote about my own life stories, and investigated narrative approaches to 
dissertations, the SPN became a natural vehicle for that research.   
I should not have been surprised that I would gravitate toward narrative.  One of my 
parents’ favorite stories about me is that I always “have one more thing to say.”  Apparently, 
when I was little and would be naughty—usually involving some smart remark—my parents 
would send me up to my bedroom to think about my behavior.  A few minutes later, after 
pretending to think about my behavior but actually trying to craft my argument better, I would 
stand at the top of the stairs and announce that I would “be good.”  My parents would allow me 
to come back down to join them, at which point I would say, “OK, but I just have one more thing 
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to say.”  My father would point toward the upstairs, say, “Back,” and up I would stomp.  Early in 
life, I understood Nash’s (2004) “nagging need on the writer’s part to tell some kind of truth” (p. 
55).  That tenacity would prove useful in my resilience. 
I had my parents convinced that my need to be right and my seemingly infinite endurance 
for parsing arguments would land me in the legal profession, or in their darker moments, on the 
other side of the legal process, but I chose literature, which, as Morris (2015) asserted, “makes 
meaning out of chaos” (p. 17).  Just as Morris turned to the Greek classics to make sense out of 
his war experience, I turned to literature, as well as to music, theater, and art, throughout my life 
to understand that life and to find truth.  Over the past 18 months, as I was learning more about 
my own resilience amidst emotional trauma, I found the vehicle to convey that truth.  As Nash 
(2004) wrote,  
The best way to tell a truth is to tell a story.  A story is always profoundly personal and 
unique to some degree, never replicated in exactly the same form by anyone else.  Your 
truth may be very different from mine, and vice versa.  But if I can hear your truth within 
the context of your own personal story, I might be better able to find its corollary in my 
own story. (p. 55)   
Using a scholarly personal narrative, having “one more thing to say,” can fill that nagging need.   
SPN as a Methodology 
The SPN is an appropriate vehicle to examine my experience with resilience.  I am 
interested in the themes of mind, body, and spirit that evolved through my year of living 
resiliently, the theoretical intersection between psychology, biology, and philosophy in my lived 
experience.  The SPN is a natural outgrowth of the narrative tradition in qualitative research and 
combines scholarly literature with personal narrative.  Creswell (2007) suggested “narrative 
research is best for capturing the detailed stories or life experiences of a single life” (p. 55).  
McAdams (2008) also presented a compelling case for narrative research.  “Narrative theories 
and concepts offer a strong alternative to the tired dogmas of psychoanalysis for the 
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interpretation of case studies, biographies, and the intensive study of a single life over time and 
in society” (p. 242).   
The SPN methodology closely aligns with other narrative forms of writing, namely 
autoethnography, memoirs, personal narrative essays, and autobiographies.  Autoethnography is 
a methodology I considered because it is also concerned with stories and comes from the 
narrative tradition, but autoethnography differs from SPN in that it is “primarily interested in 
examining the cultural and contextual influences on a writer’s self-reflection” (Nash & Bradley, 
2011, p. 16).  It is more sociology than psychology, for example.  Since I was studying my 
personal resilience, an individual focus fit better.  Although culture and context had a role in my 
story, they were secondary influences.  The focus was on my interior journey, along with the 
weaving together of theory and truths to share, making an SPN, a method that combines 
“scholarship, personal stories, and universalizable themes in a seamless manner” (Nash & 
Bradley, p. 24), more appropriate than autoethnography. 
The SPN methodology also contains elements of a personal memoir.  Memoir writers, 
however, are focused solely on their interior lives and stories without the obligation to move 
outward for universalizable themes that is a requirement for the SPN writer (Nash & Bradley, 
2011).  A memoirist also may not engage in dialogue with academic literature like an SPN 
writer.  SPN writers are concerned with helping the reader make connections with background 
literature to enhance those universalizable themes.   
As I began to consider the SPN methodology, I tinkered with writing stories, memoirs, 
memories, and memos to myself.  As a concrete, linear thinker, my stories initially took on the 
form of an autobiography.  Autobiography, Nash and Bradley (2011) suggested, is 
“chronological and linear in structure and format, more historical and sweeping than essays and 
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memoirs” (p. 19).  I quickly found myself spiraling outward, however, to engage with other 
writers.  My process became characterized by a tacking back and forth, like a sailboat, from 
inner exploration to outer sense making.  I captured the stories that might elucidate the concept 
of resilience and naturally gravitated to what other scholars said on the same topic.  The 
scholarly part of the SPN, therefore, is what distinguishes this form from other personal forms of 
writing and makes it a particularly appropriate medium to interrogate themes of mind, body, and 
spirit within those personal stories. 
The SPN methodology crafted by Nash and Bradley (2011) contains four basic parts: pre-
search, me-search, re-search, and we-search.  Pre-search and me-search, characterized as the 
internal, personal component of the process, transitions to an outward focus through the re-
search and we-search phase.  SPN writing is both individual and communal.  “While it is 
personal, it is also social.  While it is practical, it is also theoretical” (Nash & Bradley, 2011, p. 
19).   
Pre-Search 
Nash and Bradley (2011) defined pre-search as “the internal and external actions of an 
SPN writer before even one word is put on the page” (p. 36).  As I thought about the past 18 
months of my life and the various life events that tested my resilience, I naturally sought out 
meaning along the way.  When Karla’s mother died, I gravitated to memoirs of spiritual growth.  
When I became ill, I sought out research on anti-inflammation diets.  When I suffered panic 
attacks caused by anxiety and stress, I investigated brain research and the ways in which 
meditation changes brain chemistry.  I listened to podcasts, read books, and “liked” various 
Facebook pages.  I was searching for connections between what was happening to me and 
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universal knowledge.  Indeed, I was doing pre-search before I knew I would be reenrolling in 
school.  
As a result, I developed the passion necessary to tackle the topic and process of a 
dissertation.  I also discovered the “burning question” that intrigued me: How did I grow from 
stress, and what meaning did I make of the growth I was feeling?  I naturally transitioned to the 
me-search phase.  
Me-Search 
 The me-search stage began when I realized that my story was compelling and others were 
interested in hearing it.  Just by talking about my experience, my therapist praised my motivation 
to heal, my mother became interested for the first time in meditation, my friends encouraged my 
spiritual exploration, and my colleagues wanted to share their own stories and seek my wisdom.  
That nagging need became louder, and I started to write.  Unearthing and examining my own 
stories about resilience provided the bulk of content from which to draw themes.  SPN 
researchers prefer to use the term perspectives rather than data, acknowledging that how I make 
sense of a phenomenon is a product of my own construction.  From these perspectives and 
stories, I developed major themes of mind, body, and spirit.  I embedded relevant literature and 
theory throughout these motifs to provide analysis, commentary, and context.  
Re-Search 
 As Nash and Bradley (2011) laid out, the SPN process is initially an internal focus with 
the pre-search and me-search phase, which transitions to an external exploration with the re-
search and we-search components.  Specifically, in a dissertation, the use of scholarly literature 
for re-search takes on the form of what Nash and Bradley called “lit embeds” rather than the 
traditional literature review.  In this way, the literature “emerges organically within the flow of 
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the text” (Nash & Bradley, 2011, p. 85).  I loved this approach because as I was yearning to 
understand more about my experience, I naturally used the literature I was reading as a window 
to that phenomenon.   
Similarly, Nash and Bradley’s (2011) encouragement to take scholarly risks appealed to 
me.  What distinguishes a scholarly personal narrative from just a personal story is the addition 
of scholarship.  The origin of the term scholar means leisure or to play, as in to play with ideas 
(p. 133).  Certainly, scholarship grounded the themes of mind, body, and spirit within resilience 
that I examined, but the reader will not find the traditional Chapter 2 literature review in this 
dissertation.  Just as I did not segment my life that way, I do not set aside the relevant literature 
on its own.  Instead, I wove together story and scholarship, playing with those intersections and 
themes.  This approach felt truer to what I experienced. 
We-Search 
   Although my story is personal, I am hoping readers can find universal themes to apply to 
their own lives.  The concept of we-search is critical to an SPN (Nash & Bradley, 2011), and in 
the final chapter, I draw implications for other readers and my profession.  As human beings, we 
face challenges in our lives.  We get sick, we lose loved ones, we experience unemployment, and 
so forth.  I learned lessons last year—both positive and negative—and while each of us suffers 
and copes uniquely, we share the need to make meaning out of our experiences.   
Resilience is also a popular topic in higher education, mostly from the assumption that 
students lack it.  We hear stories about helicopter parents who try to protect their children from 
every conceivable risk and stories about college students who crumble when they earn a poor 
grade on a test.  Perhaps my study will have something to say to higher education administrators 
who are working with students and families.   
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Mostly, however, I want my story to resonate with those leaders themselves.  I was a 
senior administrator at my university.  I have firm opinions, as a result of this past year, on how 
we can inculcate resilience among our staffs and among ourselves in such a way that we can 
bring our best selves to our work, our colleagues, and our organizations.   
SPN Guidelines 
 In addition to the general components of the SPN method, Nash and Bradley (2011) 
suggested 10 additional guidelines for researchers to consider.  I have used these suggestions as 
just that—suggestions—knowing that the methodology is evolving as is my story.  First, Nash 
and Bradley (2011) suggested that the writer’s voice should be unique.  As a child, I tried my 
hand at short-story writing, essentially copying the tone and language of books I had read.  Now, 
approaching age 50, not only do I have more life experience and stories that are distinctly my 
own but I have the language with which to express those stories.   
 Second, Nash and Bradley (2011) recommended the researcher maintain a clear through-
line of themes and beliefs throughout the work.  As I experienced this year of living resiliently, 
the themes of mind, body, and spirit emerged organically.  Those themes also became a vehicle 
on which to focus my thoughts lest they spin out of control.  As in any qualitative study, many 
potential themes emerged from the data.  I have attempted to mine the most salient ones and use 
the resilience through-line as a touchstone. 
 Third, Nash and Bradley (2011) reminded the researcher to tell engaging personal stories.  
Their fourth recommendation was to remember the centrality of the me-search writing to the re-
search and we-search components.  My perspective and my stories were the data for examining 
how I learned and experienced resilience within the realm of mind, body, and spirit.  I have made 
it a priority to keep my stories in the foreground of my study.   
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 Nash and Bradley’s (2011) fifth guideline was to provide a mix of concrete and abstract, 
specific and universal in the writing.  Universalizability is a “must” in SPN research.  Melding 
personal and universal themes is not new to writing.  Finding truth for our lives is why we read 
biography, history, and fiction.  When asked why he focused his writing on Dublin, James Joyce 
said, “In the particular is contained the universal” (Ellman, 1959, p 557).  Similarly, the humanist 
psychologist Carl Rogers (1961) wrote, “What is most personal is most general” (p. 26).  
Presenting my life and experience as an area of research through the SPN methodology, 
however, is new, and I have attempted to blend the personal and universal in my text.  
 Nash and Bradley’s (2011) sixth recommendation was to cite from one’s heart, not pad 
the text with references to other authors out of intellectual obligation.  In the paragraph above, I 
tried to model this standard.  I was an English major as an undergraduate, so literature speaks to 
me.  I naturally gravitate toward quotes by authors I recognize, enjoy, or, at times, oppose.  
Additionally, during my year of living resiliently and this dissertation process, I read widely in 
psychology and philosophy.  Although I did not settle on Rogers’s work as a theoretical lens, I 
recognized his focus on existential psychology.  Joyce’s and Rogers’s quotes about particularity 
and universality, as a result, fit the context in which I was working. 
 Nash and Bradley’s (2011) seventh suggestion was to take risks from the typical research 
paradigm.  I am not a natural risk taker, but the concept of scholarship and the root definition of 
scholar (“to play” with ideas) resonated with me.  Similarly, it took me some time to realize that 
my story was worth telling, Nash and Bradley’s eighth guideline was that when other people find 
a story meaningful, and when one finds a research vehicle to express that truth, the risk became 
the reward.   
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 Nash and Bradley’s (2011) final two guidelines were to enjoy the research process and to 
strive for academic vigor as well as rigor.  I have attempted to be a scholar who embraces 
tradition and innovation, risk, and play.  I hope the joy of this dissertation process comes through 
in my writing, and I have strived to approach the topic with candor and integrity.   
SPN Limitations, Ethics, and Generalizability 
Limitations to this research revolve around the subjective nature of the SPN 
methodology.  My experience around resilience provides the basis for this research.  As Nash 
and Bradley (2011) suggested, “The writer accepts full responsibility for the personal self-
disclosures, universal themes, and illustrative stories” (p. 84).  Acknowledging that perspective is 
a strength of the SPN but also a limitation.  An additional limitation is that of generalizability 
and validity.  SPN researchers favor the terms plausibility, honesty, and coherence to the term 
validity.  They also prefer the term universalizability to replicability (Nash & Bradley, 2011, pp. 
84-85).  Readers will decide if my stories ring true or align with their experiences.  Constant 
linking of the me-search (stories) to the re-search of scholarly literature also provides the kind of 
interrogation required to be deemed trustworthy.   
Ethical issues in SPN research are tied uniquely to the personal nature of the research.  
Confidentiality and anonymity take on a different tone when dealing with individuals close to 
home.  Although the story is my own, my story cannot be told without involving others—family, 
friends, loved ones, and colleagues.  Because that circle is small, readers may find themselves in 
my work even with the use of pseudonyms.  Nash and Bradley (2011) advised, “A simple ethical 
rule of thumb to always keep in mind is this: SPN writing is non-fiction, not fiction” (p.  189). 
The researcher responsibility to tell the truth can come into conflict with the feelings of others 
and cause harm.  In those instances, my approach was to question whether the story or episode 
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was critical to the research, whether there might be another way of making my point, and then 
made a judgment call.   
Conclusion 
 During my year of living resiliently, I was acutely aware of my health, both physical and 
mental.  I discovered the potential impact that my emotional health played on my physical body 
and vice versa.  There were moments when I felt healing occurring.  I felt the restorative power 
of the Florida sun while on vacation, healing me from the inside out.  I found my anxiety 
decreased when I meditated.  Finally, I surprised myself by opening a long-closed space for 
spirituality to reappear in my life.  Nash and Viray (2014) believed that the SPN methodology 
taps into the human need to “make meaning of our lives” (p. 4).  Healing, they continued, “is a 
complex process of understanding the intricate, and inescapable, connections between my body, 
mind, and spirit. . . . This, in the end, is what makes my life worthwhile” (pp 29-30). 
 When I wanted to examine the questions of how I grew from stress, what resilience felt 
like from the inside out, and what meaning I made from my year of living resiliently, the SPN 
became a natural vehicle for the research.  If I could portray my experience with integrity, 
honesty, and candor, other people in similar situations might find some kinship and meaning in 
my stories.  Similarly, it was my hope that university administrators like myself might discover 





Chapter 3: Mind 
Your living is determined not so much by what life brings to you as by the attitude you bring to 
life; not so much by what happens to you as by the way your mind looks at what happens. 
~Kahlil Gibran 
 
 Gibran could have been talking about mindset science when he spoke these words a 
hundred years ago.  The stories we tell ourselves about ourselves make up our life narrative.  Am 
I a survivor?  A victim of circumstance?  Have I made choices in my life to reinforce that 
narrative, or has the narrative influenced my choices?  Both?  If I changed my mindset about a 
situation, would my behavior change?  Would my life narrative be different?  Can the victim 
become a survivor? 
 When faced with stress in our lives, our mindset determines our attitude toward that 
stressor, and our attitude influences our behavior.  Mindsets are “core beliefs that reflect your 
philosophy of life” (McGonigle, 2015, p. 11).  For example, we may believe that “all things 
happen for a reason” or “in general, people try to do the right thing.”  As I thought about how I 
grew from stress, I realized one of my mindsets was the inherent value of hard work.  Hard work 
would be recognized, and rewards would flow from my effort.  My life narrative included 
“smart, hard-working person” (because the two characteristics were intertwined in my world).  
When I was laid off, that narrative fractured, and a new narrative emerged.  This chapter 
investigates my growth through the lens of my identity and intellectual molding, my school self, 
and my work self.  It explores learning resilience from and through family, friends, and mentors, 
and my own metacognition about that process. 
Losing My Job 
 I was laid off in March 2015.  Karla and I were supposed to have been on vacation in 
Paris as a celebration for our marriage in February, but we postponed the trip because my 
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autoimmune condition, diagnosed a few months earlier, was not yet in remission.  Although I felt 
well physically, I was still reeling from the tumult of the previous few months.  It was the right 
decision to stay home, but I was disappointed.  On that spring day, instead of enjoying the Left 
Bank, I found myself in a dark conference room, facing the university president—my 
supervisor—and the assistant director of human resources. 
 I was the associate vice president for enrollment and student success at Meadow View 
State University (institution names have been changed).  I had been hired 18 months earlier to 
head a new division dedicated to improving the university’s enrollment picture.  Like many 
Midwest public regional comprehensive universities, the institution’s enrollment mirrored the 
demographics of its service area.  When high school senior classes had more students, the 
university had more students; when the population declined, so, too, did the institution’s 
enrollment.  Meadow View was in the middle of one of those demographic troughs, with 
declining retention of currently enrolled students adding to the seriousness of the situation.  The 
university needed change quickly, and I was hired to turn the ship around.  
 I was excited to work at Meadow View State University.  I started my professional career 
in higher education on that campus in 1993, my first job as an admissions counselor after 
graduating with my master’s degree from The College of William and Mary.  Although the 
campus had changed after 15 years, I still knew many colleagues, and I was eager to give back to 
the institution that gave me my start.  In fact, we quickly made significant progress, in part 
because of the relationships I reestablished.  We increased retention, we hired new staff, we 
improved our branding image, and we decreased the achievement gap for students of color.  My 
yearly performance review was strong, and I was well-liked.   
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 My assumptive world (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013; Janoff-Bulman, 1992) included beliefs 
that if I worked hard and was loyal to the institution, the institution would return that loyalty.  
Bill, the president, frequently enforced the importance of being “university citizens,” meaning 
putting the university’s goals ahead of one’s own division’s and attending university events.  In 
my performance review, he noted how much he appreciated my university citizenship.  
Consequentially, I believed my employment was secure. 
 The institution’s budget, however, was in crisis.  Earlier that year, the governor and state 
legislature handed the state university system the largest budget cut—in history—$250 million.  
Additionally, legislators froze tuition increases.  Every campus scrambled to increase enrollment, 
which became one of the few ways to raise revenue.  Simultaneously, many campuses issued 
early retirement incentives, although Meadow View was one of the few campuses that did not.  
As a result, our campus had to plug a $4 million budget hole.  Nonetheless, enrollment was an 
institutional priority, and we were making progress. 
 As a division head, I submitted a budget for our share of the cut.  With my direct reports, 
we talked through various scenarios and options.  Although I thought it was counterproductive to 
cut the enrollment division as much as was suggested, we made adjustments and balanced our 
budget with no staff layoffs.  I was not afraid of laying off staff if necessary, but our staffing was 
already shockingly inadequate.  People in my division were safe from job cuts.  But I was not. 
Given the size of the institution’s budget cut, I was not surprised my position was 
eliminated.  When Meadow View had experienced a previous budget crisis several years earlier, 
the same position was eliminated (and resuscitated a few years later).  Additionally, the Faculty 
Senate president was vocal about wanting to see cuts in administration, and he pressured Bill 
incessantly and publicly.  Central administration was small at the institution, so there were few 
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options.  I was not surprised, but I was disappointed.  I was disappointed with the institution, 
with Bill, and with myself.   
Disappointment, however, was not the only emotion I felt.  I also felt relieved and a bit 
amused.  After being so ill and experiencing family deaths, enduring a job loss seemed not so 
bad.  I remember thinking, “I am alive and I have my own liver.  The rest of this?  Doesn’t 
matter.”  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) wrote,  
Recognizing meaning in the midst of trauma and its aftermath allows a person to 
experience emotional relief. . . . Perceiving meaning can allow the development of a new 
philosophy of life that alters the most basic assumptions that people hold about how life 
works and what meaning it may have. (p. 39) 
 
I was still deeply disappointed at losing my job.  I had never been fired. The basic assumptions I 
held about work and my career were shattered, but I also acknowledged that there was more to 
life than work.  I did not expect to cope so well with my layoff, but I later learned that growth 
can arise from trauma. 
Characteristics of trauma.  What makes something traumatic?  I resisted for a long time 
the notion that I had experienced trauma during my year of living resiliently.  Surely, trauma is 
something really, really bad—a tornado, a suicide, a rape.  Losing a job?  Yes, it is a bummer, 
but trauma sounded self-indulgent.  My liver disease?  Well, everyone has something, I thought.  
This is just my turn; I am luckier than many people.  Family deaths?  Common.  I asked my 
therapist if she thought I had experience trauma.  I was looking for a checklist: these stressors are 
traumatic, these are not.  Like a good therapist she did not answer my question, probably because 
I did not stop talking long enough for her to think. But I then realized it was my perception, my 
mindset that defined trauma.  Once I learned the additional characteristics that defined trauma, I 
realized I had, indeed, experienced traumatic events.   
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Several characteristics make certain events traumatic.  First, the event is unexpected 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995).  When I have had no time to prepare for a stressor, it rattles me 
more than having advanced warning.  On the Myers-Briggs scale (Keirsey & Bates, 1984) I am a 
strong J.  I am a planner.  I can be spontaneous, but I have to plan for it.  I do not cope well with 
changes to my routine.  The deaths in my family during the past year, although stressful, were 
not unexpected.  They were not sudden.  My liver disease, however, was completely unexpected.  
My job loss fell somewhere in the middle.   
The second quality of events deemed traumatic is perceived lack of control (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, 1995).  I like to be in control.  I like to feel as if I have some kind of agency over my 
life.  The past year of family deaths, illness, and job loss made me feel out of control.  I could not 
control what happened to my liver.  I could choose to make the disease worse, but I did not cause 
the disease, nor could I cure it.  I could not control my job loss or family deaths either.  I felt 
powerless. 
The third quality to traumatic events is that they are out of the ordinary (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, 1995).  I had never been laid off.  I had no prior experience from which to draw 
wisdom.  I had, however, experienced some health challenges in the past, so I knew I had 
overcome crises previously in my life.  None of those health challenges, however, rose to the 
level of liver disease.  I was out of my depth.   
Finally, Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) noted that the consequences of trauma varied 
depending on when in a person’s life cycle the trauma occurred.  Trauma encountered as an adult 
was more likely to be a threat to one’s identity and life narrative than those encountered during 
childhood when one’s personality was still forming.  Childhood crises were “more likely to be 
integrated into an identity that is then carried throughout life, representing the basis for thinking, 
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perceiving, and reacting to life situations” (p. 18).  Early health challenges I encountered in my 
life, like having a back brace for scoliosis, did not resemble the degree of trauma I experienced 
with my liver disease that year.  Although having to wear a back brace was embarrassing for a 
teenaged girl, it did not result in the kind of life/death rumination and fear that my liver disease 
did as an adult, nor did it cause a reevaluation of my personal spirituality.   
All these elements of trauma—events that are unexpected, out of my control, and out of 
the ordinary—formed the circumstances out of which my resilience arose.  Until I read about 
trauma, I resisted defining that year’s events, possibly because I felt like a victim if I told myself 
I had experienced trauma.  My mindset (McGonigle, 2015) and assumptive world (Calhoun & 
Tedeschi, 2013; Janoff-Bulman, 1992) included concepts like “just buck up and cope,” “many 
people have it worse than you,” and “strong people don’t need help.”  If I admitted that the 
year’s events shook me to my core, it implied that I was not coping well and needed help.  
Acknowledging the shock and pain of that year was the first step in opening the door to growth.  
Posttraumatic growth.  The concept of posttraumatic stress disorder is well-known, but 
posttraumatic growth (PTG) is a relatively new theory.  Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) defined 
PTG as “the experience of positive change that the individual experiences as a result of the 
struggle with a traumatic event” (p. 6).  Although philosophers, theologians, and writers have 
long grappled with the potential positive impact of suffering, psychological studies of PTG arose 
in the 1990s, an outgrowth of research on resilience and positive psychology.  In fact, Maddi 
(2006) and McGonigle (2015) defined resilience as “the courage to grow from stress,” adding an 
existential element which implied the power of choice over our stress reactions.   
 Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) emphasized that although significant negative outcomes are 
common as a result of trauma, a portion of the population did more than show resilience.  They 
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did more than “bounce back” from a crisis.  In fact, they grew.  Individuals reported positive 
change in their life, beyond the homeostasis point prior to the crisis.  Like McGonigle (2015), 
Calhoun and Tedeschi underscored that the growth individuals experienced was not from the 
event itself; the growth arose from the struggle.   
 Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) found that the growth individuals experienced fell into 
three broad concepts: a changed sense of self, a changed sense of relationships with others, and a 
changed philosophy of life.  As I reflected on my own changes during and after my year of living 
resiliently, I realized these changes also clustered around three themes: mind, body, and spirit.  I 
lost my job (mind), I suffered a health crisis (body), and I experienced family deaths (spirit).  In 
addition to the events of the year, I realized my life priorities and sense of self had changed 
(mind), I dedicated myself to personal wellness and relationships (body), and I opened a space 
for spirituality and doubt (spirit).  The parallels between my journey and the research on PTG 
were striking.  In order to understand the context of that journey, I needed to examine my family 
background, my assumptive world, and the development of my sense of self. 
Family Background 
 Current research on resilience suggests it is both a personality characteristic and a 
psychological process.  Some people are imbued with a hardier disposition, but individuals also 
can learn to approach crises more productively so that they bounce back easier.  Additionally, 
some people find they go beyond bouncing back from a crisis and experience growth as a result 
of traumatic events.  When I explored how I grew from stress, I started with my family and its 
influence on my identity and my assumptive world. 
 I’m a Bonacker (BAHN-ick-er).  Although I was born in 1966 in Portland, Maine, I grew 
up in East Hampton, New York, or more specifically, the tiny hamlet of Springs, on the far 
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eastern end of Long Island.  Natives of Springs are called Bonackers, named for Accabonac 
Harbor, which in turn derives its name from the Montaukett/Algonquian languages term for "root 
place" (Mead, 2002).  Traditionally, Bonackers referred to the original working-class white 
families, and my father’s family history in “Bonac” goes back to the mid-1600s.   
 Bonac culture revolved around the water.  Most of my ancestors were bay men, 
fishermen, or farmers, and some classmates of mine still make a living from the water.  Although 
the Atlantic Ocean borders East Hampton, most of our time was spent in the bays, clamming, 
scalloping, or fishing.  Clams were a staple of my childhood, and a favorite family photo showed 
my grandfather opening clams while I stood on the tailgate of his pick-up truck and ate raw 
clams on the half shell as quickly as he could shuck them.  My grandmother made an outstanding 
clam chowder in the Bonac style—with just clam broth, not New England or Manhattan-style.  
My mother even tried her hand at clam pie.   
 As a child, my favorite pastime was fishing, and most weekend evenings found me down 
at the channel with my grandfather and other Bonackers, casting for snappers or bluefish.  Other 
times, we headed out to Gardiner’s Bay in my grandfather’s boat and tried for flounder, fluke, or 
porgies.  On the days when we did not fish, we picked beach plums, which grew on bushes on 
the dunes, and made pie and jelly.  For many people in the Hamptons, the water was for 
recreation.  For us, it was sustenance.   
 By the time I was 10 years old, I knew how to clam, clean a fish, and field dress a duck.  I 
rode my bicycle everywhere, unaccompanied by adults and uninhibited by a helmet.  I excelled 
academically, and the K-8 school I attended was small, making for an environment where 
everyone knew everyone.  I was independent-minded, another Bonacker characteristic, and I was 
secure in who I was.  I was loved, the only child until my sister Katie arrived when I was 10, and 
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my family worked hard to provide for me.  I experienced what Garmezy (1985) called protective 
factors during my childhood—solid self-esteem, family cohesion, and external support 
systems—which, theoretically, protected me from the risk of not coping well during stressful 
situations. 
As a Bonacker, I grew up with a combination of blue-collar values—honesty, hard work, 
loyalty, and duty—and old-fashioned Yankee beliefs—modesty, simplicity, and spunky 
independence.  I was taught that it was right to listen to my parents and teachers.  It was right to 
put others’ needs before mine.  Conversely, it was wrong to “mouth off,” or to be selfish.  My 
parents often talked in ways that suggested a good end would come from acting rightly, and if it 
did not, acting rightly was more important anyway.  For example, “If you work hard, you’ll get 
an A.  But even if you don’t, we just want you to do your best.”  The ends never justified the 
means for them, and suffering in silence was nobler than rebellion.  Only when pushed would 
they show that Yankee streak.    
 Although I did not grow up in poverty, my economic background was working class.  My 
father retired from two careers, one in the military and one in law enforcement, and my mother 
was mostly a stay-at-home mom who worked as a waitress on the weekends to help financially.  
We lived a few miles away from my paternal grandparents, who were major influencers in my 
life.  My grandfather’s formal education ended in eighth grade, and he spent his career as a 
plumber and public employee for the East Hampton Town Parks Department.  My grandmother 
finished high school and spent many years as a florist and seamstress.   
My father’s identity was keenly aligned to his work, or at least that is my sense of it.  His 
story is his, and I do not speak for him; rather, I am portraying my impression.  He loved the 
water and grew up fishing and hunting.  After his initial enlistment in the Coast Guard ended, he 
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worked as a police dispatcher for our town, but reenlisted in the Coast Guard after a couple 
years.  Fielding phone calls in a windowless office was not meaningful for him.  He missed the 
water.  After a 20-year career as a warrant officer in the Coast Guard, he was forced into 
retirement after federal budget cuts in the 1990s but was lucky to land a similar job with the East 
Hampton Town Marine Patrol.  He was a cop on the water for the next 20 years.  Even in 
retirement, he takes his daily cup of coffee to the dock every morning to “watch the water.” 
 I learned hard work and loyalty from my grandparents and parents, even though each of 
them, at some point in their careers, experienced a job loss after a long tenure.  I do not 
remember hearing bitterness expressed toward their former employers, although I don’t know 
what they said in private.  Maybe they were surprised by the trajectory of their careers, but 
maybe they were not.  I was a child and only vaguely aware of their work worlds.  Only later did 
I recognize the parallel between my father’s Coast Guard situation—forced retirement as a 
middle manager after budget cuts—to my own—a layoff as a middle manager after a budget cut.  
Nonetheless, my assumptive world (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013) included the notion that if a 
person works hard and is loyal, the organization will return the loyalty. 
In many ways, I had a stable, traditional childhood with loving parents and grandparents.  
Yet, as I looked deeper at their personal backgrounds as well as my own, I noticed a pattern of 
overcoming challenges beyond their work lives.  My grandfather ended his education in eighth 
grade because his parents were divorced, and he needed to help raise his two younger brothers.  
A talented musician, carpenter, and athlete, he was a Renaissance man whose potential baseball 
or opera careers were cut short by World War II.  Similarly, my grandmother experienced her 
parents’ divorce.  Her mother, my great-grandmother, was in an abusive marriage and falsely 
admitted to adultery in order to gain a divorce.  As a result, she fled with my grandmother from 
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upstate New York to Pennsylvania, where my grandmother finished high school.  Both of my 
grandparents manifested the “hardiness” that Maddi (2002) said was a critical personality trait 
for resilient living. 
Maddi (2006) related his concept of hardiness to resilience and existential courage.  
Individuals like my grandparents who manifested high degrees of personal commitment, control, 
and challenge were more likely to engage in life in a vibrant, meaningful way.  “These 3Cs of 
hardy attitudes provide the courage and motivation to do the hard work of turning stressful 
circumstances from potential disasters into growth opportunities instead” (Maddi, 2006, p. 160).  
I remember my grandparents as incredibly self-reliant people.  Like many people of their 
generation, they were multitalented and civically engaged.  My grandfather played saxophone in 
the Sag Harbor Community Band and Big Band East, and, for a time, had his own band, the 
Melody Trio.  He was active in the American Legion and had a wide circle of friends.  Similarly, 
my grandmother was active in the American Legion Auxiliary as well as the local Christian 
Women’s Club and Community Council.  Together, they could build anything, sew anything, or 
can any food stuffs for the pantry. 
My grandparents were well-liked in the community and had diverse friends.  Strikingly, 
my grandmother seemed beloved to the many gay male friends she had.  As a seamstress, she 
worked closely with interior decorators in the Hamptons, many of whom were gay.  As a gay kid 
growing up, I took these friendships as common, and it was not until I was older and heard 
horrific coming-out stories that I appreciated my family.  Maddi (2006) wrote that hardy people 
remain committed to and involved with the events and people around them.  My grandparents 
routinely had gay couples join us for Sunday brunch, and I grew up knowing Phil and David 
from across the street and Chuck and David (different David) as surrogate godparents.  We were 
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involved in their lives and vice versa, and when the AIDS epidemic started to appear, my 
grandmother accompanied gay friends to fundraisers.  
My grandparents’ hardy attitudes and openness to new experiences and friends added to 
my assumptive world (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013).  Along with assumptions about the worth of 
hard work, I grew up assuming that my identity as a gay person was valued.  I knew I was gay as 
early as kindergarten, although I did not officially come out to my family until I was in college.  
I do not know if my grandparents knew about my identity.  We did not talk about it.  What I do 
remember, however, is I never heard a derogatory word about any of our gay friends.  In fact, I 
tested these waters at Sunday dinner one night.  There were rumors about a teacher in the high 
school, and I made a passing reference to “the old dyke.”  The dinner table erupted, and my 
family lectured me about appropriate language but mostly about the worth of this person’s 
identity.  I felt ashamed, but I was also glad to hear the loyalty and acceptance.  I felt accepted in 
a vicarious way, and my assumptive world about my worth as a human being grew stronger. 
My mother’s side of the family was also hardy, but in a different way.  My mother grew 
up in Rochester, New York, and lived with my Uncle Stanley and Aunt Helen.  My mother had 
been adopted as an infant by Uncle Stanley’s sister Lois and her husband Bond.  Lois and Bond 
also had a biological daughter the same age as my mother, but when it appeared that they would 
divorce, Lois sent my mother, aged 9, to live with Uncle Stanley and Aunt Helen.  Uncle Stanley 
and Aunt Helen also had two biological children, Steve and Alison, but they were happily 
married and financially stable.  As a result, Uncle Stanley and Aunt Helen were more like 
maternal grandparents to me, although I did not see them as frequently as my paternal 
grandparents.   
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Uncle Stanley grew up in Maine and was a chemist for Kodak Corporation in Rochester.  
He was a team leader for the photographic technology division, the group that developed 
Kodachrome.  He had undergraduate degrees in chemistry, physics, and mathematics from 
Bowdoin College and a master’s degree from Boston University in chemistry.  He loved opera, 
winemaking, science fiction, and gardening.  He lived independently and continued most of 
those pursuits until he died at age 100, during my year of living resiliently.  Although he lived in 
upstate New York for over 70 years, he never lost his Maine accent, and he bought all of his 
clothes from L.L. Bean.  He was the stereotype of a Maine Yankee. 
My Aunt Helen, who died in 1994, grew up in New Jersey.  Her mother, Grandma Cox, 
was the warden of a women’s prison, and Aunt Helen enjoyed a relatively affluent childhood.  
She was active as a museum docent for the art museum in Rochester and pursued similar pursuits 
as Uncle Stan.  Aunt Helen exuded class, and in her quiet way, kept a lid on Uncle Stan’s 
periodic pontifications.  She was artsy, and I thought it was so cool that she drove a stick-shift 
car—a cream-colored Volkswagen Beetle.  Dad often said, “If you look in the dictionary under 
the word ‘lady,’ you’ll find a picture of Aunt Helen.”   
We typically visited their home every Christmas holiday and occasionally during the 
summer.  I looked forward to the holiday get-togethers, especially when Steve and his wife Sybil 
visited from Toronto.  The conversation was often intellectual and political, and Uncle Stanley 
would hold court on how society had changed from his early days at Kodak.  The environment in 
Rochester was completely different than in Bonac.  Instead of big band music, there was opera.  
There wasn’t milk at dinner; there was wine.  I did not spend my days fishing, I read a book.  
There was not as much emotional warmth, but there was intellectual vigor. 
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Although the atmosphere and obvious economic conditions were different in Rochester, I 
still experienced the protective factors Garmezy (1985) noted in resilient children.  I had a 
healthy self-esteem as the only grandchild for 10 years in both locations.  Aunt Helen, for 
example, proudly and seriously displayed my childhood artwork, and she commented on my 
work with a reverence usually reserved for gallery exhibits.  Uncle Stanley was especially proud 
of my academic life and financially contributed to my college and graduate school education.  (In 
fact, when he died, my modest inheritance paid for my dissertation credits.  I think he would 
have liked that).  In Rochester, like in Bonac, I experienced family cohesion and an external 
support system that reinforced my coping skills and sense of self   
The juxtaposition of Bonac and Rochester and their influence on my identity and capacity 
for resilience was not something I contemplated until this dissertation.  For me growing up, my 
background just “was.”  It was normal for me to have a foot in both worlds, to be, as Lubrano 
(2004) termed it, a “straddler.”  I had an Uncle Deane Stanley Thomas, Jr., and an Uncle 
“Dump” (my grandfather’s brother).  My grandfather’s after-work snack was beer and pretzels; 
Uncle Stanley’s was sherry.  Aunt Helen volunteered at the art museum; my grandmother helped 
with the local food shelf.  Dinner conversation in Bonac revolved around who died and what 
kind of fish people were catching.  In Rochester, we talked about zoning board policies.  Uncle 
Stanley’s job was management; my grandfather was a union member.  I was a product of these 
two worlds—one white collar, one blue collar.  
I was a product of Yankee independence and Bonac individuality.  I was loved and 
accepted in both worlds, and my sense of self was crafted by my family.  I was recognized as 
competent and smart, but I was also reminded that I was no better than anyone else.  When I 
experienced the trauma of the past year, I wondered whether I was hardy in the same way that 
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Maddi (2006) described.  Did I have a high degree of commitment, control, and challenge, the 
three attitudes that comprise psychological hardiness?  Was my ability to positively cope with a 
job loss somehow related to either traits or habits passed down to me?  I did not think of myself 
as a particularly hardy individual.  I thought I had lived a pretty uneventful, happy childhood.  
When I read about resilience as “successful coping despite adversity” (Masten, 2014), I thought, 
“Well, I have not experienced a lot of adversity that would have prepared me for this year.”  
Then I remembered the fire.   
Early adversity.  Around 1977, our house burned to the ground, a tragedy that not a lot 
of people experience.  I was in 6th grade.  We were at my grandparents’ house for Sunday dinner, 
as we were most Sundays.  I do not remember what we ate for dinner, but I can imagine other 
dinners, which tended toward comfort foods, roast chicken, and Rice-a-Roni.  We would have 
done something together in the afternoon, played cards, completed a craft project, or gone 
fishing.  After dinner, we would have watched 60 Minutes, the final ticking on the stopwatch our 
cue for bundling up and heading the two miles to home.  My younger sister Katie was just under 
a year old, and she was most likely asleep as we piled into the car on the cold winter night. 
As we pulled into the driveway, I noticed smoke coming out of the side door.  “Are we 
cooking something?”  I naively asked from the backseat.  “Oh God, the whole place is gone,” I 
remember my father whispering.  I watched as my parents ran to the front door trying to get our 
animals out, my mother screaming “Puppy dogs!  Come on, puppy dogs!”  They were too late.  I 
watched flames dance in the kitchen, gulping oxygen released from those open doors, and 
realized the cries I heard were mine.  My father moved the car across the street to the neighbors’ 
house to give the volunteer fire department room for their trucks, and I stayed with my sister in 
the car.  Someone at some point drove us back to my grandparents’ house, where my 
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grandmother made me a chocolate soda, her antidote for stressful times.  I drank a little but felt 
nauseated.   
We lost everything, and we lived with my grandparents in their tiny house for over a year 
while others rebuilt our house.  One cat out of the many we had survived—Chapeau, named for 
the little patch of orange fur he wore like a hat on his snow-white body.  Somehow, he managed 
to squeeze under the basement door and hide in the cellar.  He smelled like smoke, his white fur 
gray, and his whiskers singed, but he was alive.  Like us, he was scared, but he was intact.  He 
was a shaft of moonlight on a dark night.  He was a survivor, and so were we.  That night planted 
one seed of my resilience.  
In retrospect, however, I did not cope well after the house fire.  I acted out.  I got in fights 
on the school bus.  I started small fires in the marsh outside my grandparents’ house.  I stole 
cigarettes from my piano teacher and tried to smoke them in a small fort I made in the bushes 
around the house.  Worst of all, I stole mail from people’s mailboxes and burned it.  I was testing 
the limits of danger within my sheltered existence, and I felt a need to destroy things.  I was not 
self-destructive, but I was aggressive. 
My stealing stopped when my grandfather found my stash.  A gruff but loving man, he 
was shocked by my actions.  With my grandmother at my side, he cornered me and threatened to 
“send me to boarding school” if this behavior did not stop.  I did not know what boarding school 
was, but the thought of being thrown out of my home was enough for me to straighten up.  He 
never told my parents what I had done.   
My life after the house fire could have followed many paths.  I could have continued 
vandalizing and stealing, and then progressed to substance abuse or toxic relationships.  The love 
and stability of my family, however, provided me with a solid foundation of self-worth, and I 
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drew on that foundation later in life, particularly during the past year.  Rutter (1987) found that 
self-esteem and self-efficacy were personality factors associated with resilient children.  
Additionally, successfully engaging with troublesome events at key points in life can be 
protective for future crises.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) wrote, “At turning points in life when 
trauma occurs, certain personal qualities may also be involved in reducing the possibility of 
negative chain reactions (Rutter, 1987), so that more adaptive . . . patterns of response will 
occur” (p. 51).   
Even when I was at my worst, I knew I was loved.  Actions had consequences, but my 
parents and grandparents loved me.  If I behaved badly, they were disappointed, but I still had 
worth.  If I achieved, they were proud, although they reminded me that I was not better than 
anyone else because of that achievement.  I had a solid family system of support.  I also had 
important friends and mentors who functioned as “expert companions” (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 
2013) and helped me learn how to be resilient.  
Friends and mentors.  Although I grew up in a blue-collar household, I experienced a 
lot of the “finer things” in life through school.  Most importantly, I was influenced by my high 
school English teacher, Mrs. Bologna, and my set of high school friends.  I distinctly remember 
our senior class party at her house.  Her husband was an artist, and her house was a sensory 
experience—lots of wine, opera, art, and loud raucous laughter.  For a kid like me growing up in 
modest circumstances, her passion for life was infectious.   
My friends—Tom, Gary, George, and Wendy—shared a mutual love of music.  They 
were a year behind me in high school, but we all participated in the Hampton Choral Society and 
spent spare moments in the high school choir room.  We spent long evenings in each other’s’ 
basements, comparing recordings and watching movies.  We took clandestine trips to New York 
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City just for ice cream.  We nurtured each other’s nerdiness, and we rejoiced in the discovery of 
a new (to us) Puccini aria or Dali painting.  All of us, except Wendy, turned out to be gay, an 
identity that some of us grasped earlier than others.  But during these high school years, we were 
each other’s anam cara, or “soul friends” (O’Donohue, 1997).   
Mrs. Bologna gave me a sense that it was okay to be passionate about learning.  She, too, 
grew up in modest circumstances on the streets of Queens, New York.  She went to night school 
in the early years of her marriage and earned a teaching degree.  She and her husband moved to 
the Hamptons and made a life.  Her husband, Frank, worked as an artist and co-owned a gallery, 
and she taught English and theater at our local high school.  We became fast friends outside of 
school, sharing a love of opera.  Although I was horribly young and new, I never felt it around 
her.  She valued my opinion, argued with me, and opened her house and family to me.  She took 
me to see Pavarotti at Madison Square Garden for my high school graduation, and I think she 
saw a lot of herself in me and nurtured my budding aesthetic sensibility.  
I do not remember any specific novels we read in her class, although literature became an 
important part of my life; rather, I remember her zest for life and her encouragement for my own 
“becoming.”  My friends and I could have been marginalized for being geeks and theater nerds.  
Instead, she made the margins the center.  We were privileged to be in her midst, but she made 
us feel like the teachers.  We were free to explore, to argue, to ponder, and to become our best 
selves.  She’s gone now, having died in 2001 in Venice while spending the summer there . . . a 
perfect place of departure for a passionate soul.   
Her passion for human freedom, autonomy, and the intellectual pursuit animated my 
adult narrative of resilience.  My family provided me with a solid sense of self-worth, but my 
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friends and mentors provided an intellectual outlet for meaning making.  They encouraged me to 
find a language for experience and to dig deep for what was true. 
Midlife Search for Meaning 
My layoff was not the only time my assumptive world about work was challenged.  Early 
in my career, after my first stint at Meadow View State University in 1999, I needed to call upon 
my intellectual reserves.  My experience with the concepts of human freedom and autonomy on a 
visceral level came when I worked at Waterfall State University (institution’s name has been 
changed).  I had moved there with my now former partner Jenny when she attained an 
administrative position on campus.  We had been living apart, so when a comparable job opened 
up on, it seemed like a great opportunity.  I rapidly discovered simmering resentment over my 
hiring, although the admissions office acknowledged I was the best candidate.  That resentment 
turned into scapegoating, and I became aware that I was the object of lesbian jokes.  I tried to 
help the situation and build bridges, but I was rebuffed and mocked.  I lost 20 pounds and 
became quite depressed.  Eventually, I realized I had to save myself, and I decided to leave the 
position with no other job in hand.  
For someone as work-identified as I was, this move was a terrifying jump into the abyss.  
However, I needed to make a decision—either stay with the institution and let it destroy me or 
leave while I still had some passion, while my mind was still my own.  I chose to exercise my 
freedom and remove myself from the situation.  Eight months later I landed my position at Birch 
Bark State University, a position I held for over a decade. 
Through this experience, I learned resilience was as much a process as it was a personal 
characteristic.  Literature had always been important to me, and I tend to process various life 
events through art.  So it was natural that I found connections between what happened to me at 
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Waterfall State and a book I read about five years later.  The process of making the decision to 
leave Waterfall, hibernating for a while, and rejoining the higher education community paralleled 
the narrator’s process in Ellison’s (1952) Invisible Man.  He joins, leaves, and rejoins various 
institutions in the course of the novel, falls into the abyss of his deserted cellar, and finally 
decides to emerge from his hibernation.  He tries on numerous identities, searching for what is 
true and free.  When he falls into the cellar, it is his moment of despair and darkness that is the 
existential moment.  Who am I, he wonders, and what is next?   
I was never more hated than when I tried to be honest. . . . Too often, in order to justify 
them, I had to take myself by the throat and choke myself until my eyes bulged and my 
tongue hung out and wagged like the door of an empty house in a high wind.  Oh, yes, it 
made them happy and it made me sick. (p. 573). 
 
In my own experience, I lost weight at Waterfall State because I could not swallow.  
Tests found nothing wrong, but I felt like I was choking.  Figuratively, I could not “swallow” 
what was happening to me, and I had no “voice” to rebel against the current situation.  As long 
as I played along, the staff liked me.  When I called them on the gay jokes at lunch, for example, 
they turned on me.  I had never experienced this kind of blatant hostility, and I was unprepared.   
So I hibernated—just like the narrator.  I left the institution and stayed at home.  I went to 
movie matinees, I read the paper, and I curled up in a ball and cried.  I thought I would never 
work again, because who would want me?  I did not know who I was, what my identity was 
without work.  I dreaded social situations because I did not want to answer the “what do you do” 
question.  Friends said I should sue for hostile work environment, but I had no energy.  Slowly, I 
realized this situation had little to do with me, but rather was an example of institutional 
dysfunction.  When an African American colleague was the next target after I left, I was angry, 
but I felt free.  Ellison wrote, “HOW DOES IT FEEL TO BE FREE OF ILLUSION . . . And 
now I answered, ‘Painful and empty’” (p. 569).  Out of that pain, however, came clarity and the 
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discovery that I had something to say.  Greene (1988), in The Dialectic of Freedom, described 
this search for freedom: 
There have been as many tales of submergence as there have been of emergence and 
emancipation in our tradition…If there is nothing a person particularly wants to say, 
he/she will not suffer from censorship or control on freedom of speech.  The individual 
simply feels free: It is no different than breathing; the condition simply is. (p. 11) 
 
The narrator submerged into the underground but ultimately decided to resurface.  He 
said: 
In going underground, I whipped it all except the mind, the mind.  And the mind that has 
conceived a plan of living must never lose sight of the chaos against which that pattern 
was conceived. . . . I’ve overstayed my hibernation, since there’s a possibility that even 
an invisible man has a socially responsible role to play. (pp. 580-581) 
 
Emergence was the other part of freedom.  The narrator sought not just individual freedom but 
freedom of association, to be in relation to others, to create a mutual space, to envision a better 
world.  Greene (1988) wrote: 
It is partly a matter of being able to envisage things as if they could be otherwise…And it 
should remind us of the relation between freedom and the consciousness of possibility, 
between freedom and the imagination—the ability to make present what is absent, to 
summon up a condition that is not yet (p. 16) 
 
I also decided to emerge from hibernation, to come up from the cellar and rejoin the 
academic community.  By staying in hibernation, I felt like they had won.  Although I had to 
undergo a period of rest and renewal, I also had to provide an eventual outlet for my voice.  As 
Ellison wrote, “A hibernation is a covert preparation for more overt action” (p. 13).  Ultimately, I 
had to join with others.  Greene (1988) described this emergence when she quoted Jules Henry: 
Although it is true that the price of social acceptance is conformity and loss of freedom, 
that one builds a personal community by mortgaging his individuality, the tough-minded 
kinds who, for one reason or another, cannot fit in with the majority and are squeezed out 
of the conforming groups, join forces with one another, reinforcing each other’s 
differences, gains strength to set themselves against the majority and stimulating each 




Earlier in my life, Mrs. Bologna and my friends encouraged me to exercise my individual 
freedom.  The margins became the center, and we did, indeed, join forces together.  It was a 
lesson too important for me to forget, and I called on those memories during my experience at 
Waterfall State.   
 Without literature and philosophy, I would not have had a language with which to make 
sense of this experience.  When I read Ellison (1952) in college, I dismissed the novel.  I thought 
it was “boring,” that all-inclusive word teenagers use to describe anything they cannot 
understand.  I was not African American, and I had not encountered discrimination or hostility.  I 
did not think the novel had anything worthwhile to say to me, and I was not particularly 
interested in investing time and energy in someone else’s hardship story.  Now that I had a few 
more years under my belt, I thought the novel epitomized Maddi’s (2004) concept of hardiness 
as existential courage. 
Resilience as Meaning Making 
 The courage to choose an unknown future or state of being is where resilience as a 
personal quality meets resilience as a process, where psychology meets philosophy.  I found 
myself within those liminal boundaries during my year of living resiliently.  Although I did not 
consider myself courageous, I was more open to embracing mystery after my job loss.  Unlike 
my experience after leaving Waterfall State, I did not panic and immediately apply for other 
jobs.  Surprisingly, even to myself, I ruminated for a while.  I let options percolate.  I asked 
myself what I wanted to do, what I wanted to be, what kinds of activities were meaningful to me.  
I felt free to choose. 
I had no choice over my job loss, my health condition, or my family deaths.  But I could 
choose how I responded to those challenges.  The power to choose my response required, 
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however, the ability to “summon up a condition that is not yet” (Greene, 1988, p. 16).  First, I 
had to believe that a different future was possible.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) found that 
individuals who grew from crises to have a changed perception of the self.  I have never been 
one to feel like a victim in any circumstance, but throughout that year I felt a renewed sense of 
my own freedom.  My freedom came through the ability to reframe and rename the phenomenon 
of that year, or as Greene (1988) identified, “the freedom to alter situations by reinterpreting 
them and, by so doing, seeing oneself as a person in a new perspective.  Once that happens, there 
are new beginnings, new actions to undertake in the world” (p. 90).  One such freedom, made 
easier by the U.S. Supreme Court, was the freedom to marry my female partner.  This freedom, 
unimaginable only a few years ago, and my/our choice to pursue marriage, was another example 
of the changed sense of social relationships that Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (1996) research found.  
(In Chapter 4 I further interrogate my changed social relationships.) 
The third element of resilient growth that Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) discovered 
among individuals, in addition to a changed sense of self and social relationships, was a changed 
philosophy of life.  In Chapter 5 I explore matters of the spirit more extensively, but it is worth a 
brief mention here.  Existential philosophy always attracted me.  When I was 14 years old, my 
summer job was tending to my town’s public tennis courts.  It was a great job for a nerdy kid 
who liked to sit in a beach chair and read all day.  One summer, I read Frankl’s (1967) 
Psychotherapy and Existentialism.  I do not know why; it sounded sophisticated.  I 
comprehended very little, I’m sure, but the seed was planted.  When considering various 
theoretical approaches I might employ to analyze my year of living resiliently, I returned to 
Frankl to see what I might learn. 
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Frankl’s personal story, of course, is well known.  An Austrian psychotherapist and 
neurologist, Frankl survived various concentration camps to become an author and teacher.  His 
most famous work, Man’s Search for Meaning (1959/2006), is commonly read among students 
in high school and college.  In it, he detailed his survival and introduced his concept of 
logotherapy, a school of psychotherapy that has at its core the notion that humans’ primary drive 
is not for pleasure or power but for meaning.  Meaning can be found in how we respond to 
crises, and within that response lies human freedom.  Frankl wrote, “Everything can be taken 
from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given 
set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way” (p. 66).   
I could change my mindset about my job loss.  Instead of acting out, like I did from the 
house fire, or curling up in a ball of depression, I skipped those phases and told myself I had a 
unique opportunity to take a personal sabbatical.  My stress response (McGonigle, 2015) 
changed from “fight or flight” to “challenge” and “tend and befriend” responses.  I was not 
anxious about the unknown; I was energized.  I was not aggressive or destructive in my 
emotional response to colleagues; I was empathetic.  Many colleagues, in fact, expressed awe at 
my ability to “take the high road,” as they put it.   
My growth in the face of loss, however, was not a Pollyanna response.  I was not in 
denial about how pained I felt.  The situation stank.  It was unfair.  But instead of trying to 
change Bill’s mind or take revenge on the institution, I focused on what I could control—my 
own response.  McGonigle (2015) wrote, “This is what it means to be good at stress.  It’s not 
about being untouched by adversity or unruffled by difficulties.  It’s about allowing stress to 
awaken in you these core human strengths of courage, connection, and growth” (p. 94).  I had an 
opportunity to do something meaningful, to be someone meaningful, and I grabbed that chance.   
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Job Layoff Revisited 
 It was March, 26, 2015.  Karla’s mother Jane had died less than a year earlier, Karla and I 
were married in February, and I was diagnosed with autoimmune hepatitis the previous 
December.  It had been a busy and stressful year.  Around noon, an Outlook meeting request 
marked “private” came across my computer screen.  The three participants were myself, the 
university president, and the assistant director of human resources, and the meeting was set for 
4:15 that afternoon in the HR conference room.  I accepted the request and stared blankly at my 
computer screen.  I felt nothing. 
 I knew what the meeting was about, of course.  I assumed that by the end of the day I 
would no longer be employed by the Meadow View State University as the associate vice 
president for enrollment and student success.  The institutional budget outlook was poor, and 
there was pressure for administration to “show some pain.”  At times, the associate vice 
president for student affairs and I mused to each other about which of our positions would be 
eliminated.  Because the institution eliminated a similar position to mine a few years earlier, and 
the president and provost were the same individuals from the earlier budget crisis, I assumed 
history would repeat itself.  Unfortunately, I was right. 
 Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) noted that unexpected traumatic events in one’s life can 
have negative impacts.  They also noted, however, that for some individuals, growth occurs 
when higher order schemas are changed by those events.  Although my layoff was not entirely 
unexpected, it still came as a shock.  Intellectually, I knew I might be laid off, but viscerally, I 
was not prepared for that reality.  My performance review earlier in the fall was strong, and the 
institution was making progress on its enrollment goals.  I had also expressly asked the president 
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during my interview 18 months earlier if he were “in it for the long haul” with regard to 
enrollment.  He said yes.   
 My assumptive world, the schemas I understood to be reality for my work world and my 
identity, contained typical blue-collar truisms.  “If I worked hard, I would be rewarded.  If I were 
loyal to the institution, the institution would be loyal to me.  Take people at their word.”  In 
reality, my world view was more sophisticated and more nuanced.  I had been an administrator 
for long enough to experience institutional politics.  I had also seen my family members be loyal 
to their institutions only to have that loyalty betrayed.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) 
acknowledged that individuals hold contradictory schemas, and new schemas derived from 
trauma may not, in fact, be new but may be composed of fragments of previously held beliefs.  
Trauma, however, accelerated the timeline of what might have occurred as just a matter of 
maturation and life experience.   
 I was not thinking about my assumptive world and cognitive schemas as I entered the HR 
conference room later that afternoon.  I was surprised, however, at how calm I was.  I had spent 
the afternoon making a list of tasks that I would need to be complete before I left the institution.  
Those tasks were both personal and professional.  I assumed that my layoff would begin on July 
1, the start of the fiscal year, so I had 3 months of employment left.  I needed to set aside as 
much savings as I could, and I needed to plan my health insurance options.  Professionally, my 
direct reports would want to know who their new supervisor would be, and I had to complete 
their performance evaluations.  Maybe I was channeling my emotions into tangible tasks, but I 
felt in control.  
 When I entered the HR conference room, I felt like I was watching myself in a play.  In 
fact, the whole event felt like a performance piece.  The lights were dim, and the only person in 
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the office was Gwen, the assistant director.  I assume the time of 4:15 was planned deliberately 
to save me from embarrassment, given the work day typically ended at 4:30.  Few people 
witnessed my “shame.”   
I liked Gwen very much, and we worked together frequently on hiring new staff for my 
division.  I found her to be ethical, compassionate, and professional.  As she made nervous chit-
chat while we waited for Bill to arrive, I found myself filling the space verbally in order to make 
her more comfortable.  I asked how she was.  I asked how many of “these” she had to do today.  
I said how hard this must be for her.  Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) theorized that individuals 
who experienced trauma often said “I’m not who I was.”  They experienced a changed sense of 
self.  I did not recognize the empathetic words that came from my mouth that afternoon. 
I was equally serene when Bill walked in, tears in his eyes, head cocked to the left, and 
said that due to budget my position was being eliminated as of June 30.  I nodded my head and 
pondered my to-do list as he made verbal filler.  When it was my turn to speak, I said my two 
priorities were whether I could rely on a positive recommendation for future jobs (“Of course,” 
he croaked) and how to positively transition my staff members to new reporting lines.  I did not 
argue with him.  I did not try to negotiate for a later date or alternate job on campus.  I did not 
cry.  I accepted the inevitable with equanimity.  I even thanked them when the brief, 15-minute 
meeting was done.  I did not recognize myself. 
Two good friends, Mike and Carol, were waiting for me in my office at the end of the 
day.  Both of them were expert companions (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013) throughout my year of 
living resiliently.  I knew Mike and Carol from my previous stint at Meadow View, so they had 
been friends of mine for more than 20 years.  Carol went through her own health crisis that year, 
and we compared notes and doctor visits.  I referred to Mike as my “work spouse,” and he was 
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my confidante and touchstone.  They were friends upon whom I relied for unconditional support.  
Knowing that both of them waited for me after my meeting meant a great deal to me. 
As word spread of my layoff across campus, I had a steady stream of visitors to my office 
the next day.  Mike had asked the day before whether I was going to come in.  Of course I was!  
My first priority was to tell my direct reports personally about my situation.  Bill had not planned 
formal communication, and he enlisted his chief of staff to spread the news.  I did not trust her 
emotional intelligence, and I thought this news was something I needed to communicate myself.  
I wanted to be available to my staff.  I did not expect the degree of emotion from some 
individuals, and I found myself comforting others.   
The constant communication with people made the situation real to me.  I still had not 
cried.  I had not felt any emotion.  In retrospect, I was in shock and denial, although at the time I 
would have said I was fine.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) said shock and denial result from a 
feeling of invulnerability, the illusion of invincibility.  Although I was not surprised I was laid 
off, the actual reality of being laid off did not fit with my assumptive world, specifically, the 
notion that if I achieved, I would be rewarded.  I had achieved in my work, yet I was not 
rewarded.  In fact, I was fired.  Tedeschi and Calhoun explained, “To the extent that a person 
maintains this illusion of invulnerability . . . traumatic events produce an important change in the 
schema: ‘I am not as invulnerable as I thought; this is really happening to me!’” (p. 80).  
I had achieved, yet I was laid off.  I worked hard, but it had not mattered.  As friends 
mused about reasons for my layoff—“Bill isn’t a leader,” “You were too threatening,” “It isn’t 
personal,” “The same position was eliminated last time”—the reality sank in.  I searched for a 
reason for my layoff.  I tried to make sense of the experience.  I doubted my own professional 
competency.  I ruminated.   
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Rumination and struggle are two keys to growth after trauma.  Tedeschi and Calhoun 
(1995) wrote, “As an ongoing feature of making the crisis manageable and comprehensible, as 
well as giving it meaning, individuals engage in the process of rumination” (p. 60).  My process 
of rumination was characterized by a tacking back and forth between various emotions and 
intellectual meaning-making.  In the early days after my layoff, these thoughts were intrusive and 
came at odd moments.  I broke down in tears while I scanned Facebook, or I grew angry when I 
saw other people going about their day.  I alternately felt denial, betrayal, relief, and amusement.  
I wrestled with what this crisis said about me as a person, as a professional. 
My layoff disrupted my core belief that if I were loyal to the institution, the institution 
would be loyal to me.  My previous work history, with the exception of Waterfall State, was a 
successful one.  At my summer job when I was 14 years old, I was responsible for reserving 
tennis courts for customers, collecting money, drying the courts after a rain, and calling time.  I 
held that job for four summers and received a dollar-an-hour raise each summer.  I felt loyal to 
the town, and my local community and was proud of my work.  I assumed that loyalty was 
returned because I was always rehired with no application.  Of course, I was a kid and did not 
ponder institutional loyalty during my teenaged years.  I just knew I liked my job, and it gave me 
spending money for the movies and time to read. 
As I grew older, I worked at Bookhampton, our local bookstore.  My friends Tom and 
George also worked there, so when it was time to find a summer job during college, it was a 
natural fit.  I loved Bookhampton.  I loved being around books, I loved knowing the latest 
bestsellers, and I enjoyed helping people.  Bookhampton was the social hub for writers and 
artists in the Hamptons, and it was fun seeing the famous people who strolled through.  I felt 
valued and competent.  Although it was stressful at times, I felt challenged and committed 
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(Maddi, 2006).  When I left home to go to graduate school, the owners gave me a goodbye gift 
and bonus to get me on my way.  I felt my loyalty and hard work had been rewarded. 
In graduate school, I worked two jobs: the Trellis Restaurant and Rizzoli Bookstore in 
Williamsburg, Virginia.  Waiting tables gave me my first glimpse into a job that was not a good 
fit.  My mother had waited tables for years in our local Italian restaurant when I was a child, and 
I periodically helped build pizzas there, but the Trellis was a high-end restaurant that catered to 
both tourists and locals.  I could not keep track of a station of four or five tables.  I was terrible 
and knew after two days of training that waiting tables was nothing I wanted to do.  I was scared 
and asked the manager whether I could bus tables instead.  She agreed, and I loved it.  The 
money was not as good, but it was a job where I excelled, and I became head busser after a few 
months.   
Simultaneously, I worked at Rizzoli Bookstore, and because of my experience, I rose 
through the ranks and became a music buyer.  The Rizzoli store had been a Scribner’s 
previously, and the name change was new, much to the chagrin of local patrons.  My main 
priority during those years was graduate school, so although I began to get a glimpse of the 
corporate retail world of Rizzoli’s, I did not plan on a career in retail, so I was largely oblivious.  
I enjoyed my time there, but I knew I was moving on, so my loyalty was muted, and my 
assumptive world (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995) remained intact.  I had worked hard, and I had 
been rewarded with pay raises, more responsibility, and progress toward my goals. 
My career in higher education after graduate school followed a traditional trajectory.  I 
was an intern in the admissions office at The College of William and Mary, which led to my first 
job as an admissions counselor at Meadow View State University.  I stayed at Meadow View for 
six years, progressed to Waterfall State as assistant director for two years, transitioned to Birch 
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Bark State as associate director and director where I stayed for 12 years, and finally finished 
back at Meadow View as associate vice president for two years.  This traditional hierarchical 
journey reinforced my life narrative and core schema (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013).  I believed 
myself to be in control of my professional world.  In fact, I had never not been offered a job for 
which I had applied.  I had excelled professionally, and my career progression reflected that hard 
work.  
The experience at Waterfall State, although extremely stressful, was different from 
Meadow View in three ways.  First, the situation remained one I controlled.  I chose to leave the 
institution.  I was not fired.  The early exercise of existential freedom became an important 
resilience lesson, but my career choices remained mine.  One might argue the toxic atmosphere 
left me with no choices, but the terms of my employment remained within my hands. 
The second difference was my stress response (McGonigle, 2015), which at Waterfall 
was both “fight and flight.”  I did not have the energy to view the situation as a challenge, nor 
was I inclined to tend and befriend those individuals who betrayed me.  I had no one to talk to 
other than my partner, no one in similar circumstances to support me, and I felt vulnerable and 
weak.  I was shocked by the level of hostility, and I fought back in kind, and, in the end, I fled.   
The last difference was the nature of my rumination during the Waterfall episode.  I did 
ruminate during that experience, but those ruminations were intrusive and not deliberate.  They 
were disruptive and caused distress.  As a result, “the situation [was] deemed to be 
unmanageable, incomprehensible, [and] unmeaningful” (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995, p. 90).  I 
felt worthless, and while the decision to leave the institution was within my control, I was not in 
control of my emotions, and I did not see anything good coming out of this experience.  
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Eventually, I processed and reflected on my Waterfall journey in a more deliberate, profound 
way, but it took many years.   
In contrast, my stress response during my Meadow View layoff was characteristic of 
“tend-and-befriend” and “challenge responses” (McGonigle, 2015).  A tend-and-befriend 
response “increases courage, motivates caregiving, and strengthens your social relationships” 
while a challenge response “increases self-confidence, motivates action, and helps you learn 
from experience” (p. 49).  I was not the only person laid off at Meadow View, and I actively 
sought out the others I knew for social support.  We made lunch dates, listened to each other’s 
hopes and fears, and traded job tips.  I also found myself comforting my staff.  I assuaged their 
disappointment, listened to their anger, and, eventually, enabled their transitions to new 
supervisors.  In fact, at our last senior staff meeting with my five direct reports, I “gave them 
permission” to move on, to begin their new reporting lines with a new supervisor.   
I later heard from a colleague that my “letting go” meeting with my directors was 
“handled beautifully.”  I also heard several colleagues say how amazed they were at my lack of 
resentment.  “Kris, you are really taking the high road.  I couldn’t be that way,” was a common 
refrain.  I did not view myself that way, and it made me surprised and uncomfortable.  After my 
initial shock and disappointment, I felt genuinely forgiving and empathetic, to a degree that even 
surprised me.  I disagreed with the institution’s decision, and I was hurt by the lack of loyalty, 
but I was also damned if I was going to show it.  I must have manifested a combination of pride 
and empathy.   
In addition to a different stress response, my rumination during and after my layoff at 
Meadow View was more profound and textured.  Initially, I felt disappointed and betrayed, and I 
searched for reasons for my layoff.  Given my past employment history, I was used to controlling 
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the terms of my job.  I had plans to retire from the state university system and thought if I moved 
on from Meadow View, it would be my decision to do so.  I quickly transitioned from the hurt 
and betrayal to more pragmatic goal-setting, however, and found myself to be stronger than I 
thought.  
My resilience and growth after my layoff happened in two stages.  The initial growth I 
experienced was due to supportive others, personality characteristics I developed over my 
lifetime, and the revision of goals for my life.  I took time to think about what I might do for 
employment.  I acknowledged I was fortunate in that our family finances were secure enough for 
me to take time to reflect.  I had been employed in the state university system for 20 years, so my 
retirement was secure, at least that part of it.  Karla was supportive of my personal sabbatical and 
encouraged me to ask bigger questions about my life goals.   
I realized I was not happy at Meadow View.  Although I knew the institution had 
changed since 1993, I had not realized how much.  Although I enjoyed many of my colleagues, I 
did not thrive in the institutional culture, a culture I viewed as passive/aggressive and petty.  I 
found the senior leadership to be averse to criticism and cautious to the point of inert.  My 
leadership strengths revolved around energizing staff and nurturing the human spirit, neither of 
which I felt was appreciated.  Working at Meadow View was not congruent with my values. 
Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) noted that initial growth after trauma “takes the form of 
personal strength, a recognition that others can be helpful . . . and an understanding of the 
vicissitudes of life” (p. 90).  I recognized my personal strength during my layoff, yet I also knew 
I was not an island.  I needed other people, and it was not a sign of weakness to say I could not 
do it all.  I also grasped the fickleness of life, especially after this year of living resiliently.  I felt 
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something more, however.  I felt myself growing beyond the boundaries of higher education.  I 
felt my philosophy of life expanding.   
I deliberately used the word “felt” because I did not have the vocabulary to adequately 
explain what I experienced during that year.  I struggled (and still do) to convey the sense of my 
world expanding, but the word “felt” connoted something that was sensory, visceral, intuitive, 
perhaps even spiritual.  What I learned was not an intellectual knowledge, although I certainly 
read widely on psychology, neuroscience, religion, and personal memoir.  I learned a felt 
knowledge, a bodily knowing that transcended the mind/body dichotomy.  Tedeschi and Calhoun 
(1995) detailed this second stage of growth as a “more reflective, expansive version” of the first 
stage of posttraumatic growth which focused on the sense of self and relationship to others.  
They used the word “wisdom” to describe this enhanced growth.   
I did not know if I was wise.  I knew I was calmer than my earlier self, chastened 
perhaps.  I was not the 15-year-old girl riding her bike to work at the tennis courts with a New 
York Times under one arm, ready to take on the world.  I had experienced profound loss.  Yet, 
Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) explained this sense of wisdom, and their words rang true.  They 
said: 
There is emotional serenity together with an acute appreciation for life and an 
exhilaration that can come from a recognition that the self is vulnerable yet strong.  
Cognitive changes are characterized by a review and revision of the life narrative and 
development of dialectical thinking that allows for an appreciation of the paradoxes and 
contradictions that have been involved in this difficult path through trauma and its 
aftermath. (p. 91) 
 
I knew now that I could be great at my job, and I could be laid off.  My assumptive world was 
revised to include those two paradoxical notions.  I also knew that regardless of my employment 
status I was going to be okay, perhaps even thrive.   
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 I had endured so much.  I had experienced family deaths, a health crisis, and a job loss, 
all in one year, yet life had more meaning, more sweetness than at any time previously.  Tedeschi 
and Calhoun (1995) summed up their analysis of PTG by saying, “The meaningfulness of life is 
deepened when the preciousness of what remains is enhanced by the losses” (p. 91).  I learned 
that resilience was about making meaning out of traumatic circumstances and that without the 
struggle, very little meaning was derived.  That notion was counter-intuitive, but I grew to 
embrace dichotomies that previously to my year of living resiliently I would have struggled to 





Chapter 4: Body 
The wound is the place where the light enters you 
 ~Rumi 
 
 Thanksgiving night, 2014.  Karla and I had enjoyed a nice mid-afternoon dinner at 
Pazzaluna Restaurant in downtown Saint Paul.  I had never gone to a restaurant for Thanksgiving 
dinner before.  I was raised in a traditional family that made a big turkey dinner, so the idea that 
we would not cook was foreign, but both of us were not up to it that year.  Karla’s mother Jane 
had died in April, Karla had been laid off from her health care administrator job in October, and I 
had not been feeling well for a few weeks.  We just wanted to do something easy and low stress.  
We watched the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade and a little football, our nod to tradition, and 
settled in to enjoy an evening of relaxation.  
 I felt well through dinner, a welcome relief from the previous few days.  I had felt “off.”  
I had not felt sick, per se, not like a flu, but I had no appetite, and I was vaguely nauseated and 
“migrainey,” my term for a slight migraine, not a full-blown bad one.  I tended to feel well in the 
mornings and lousy in the evenings.  I knew I was perimenopausal, and I chalked up a lot of 
discomfort to hormonal fluxes.   
 About three hours after dinner, around 6:00 PM, I started to feel sick again.  I was 
nauseated, anxious, and shaking uncontrollably.  I knew something was not right, but my 
symptoms were vague.  My urine had been darker than usual for a few days, which I thought 
meant I was just dehydrated, but I collected a sample before Karla insisted we go to the local 
hospital emergency department.  I agreed, but I felt slightly foolish and dramatic. 
 The emergency department lobby was deserted when we arrived, so I was taken back to a 
room quickly.  I explained my vague symptoms to a skeptical doctor and supportive nurse, and 
they ran some tests.  Liver test results showed abnormally elevated enzymes.  Normal liver 
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enzymes should be: ALT 7-55 U/L (Liver function test results, 2015).  Mine were 1318 U/L, 
although the doctor just said “elevated” that night.   
 Little did I know at the time, although Karla did, my symptoms pointed to an overdose of 
some toxin or liver cancer.  She knew I had not drunk anything or taken any medicine, so I 
suspect she feared the worst.  An emergency ultrasound showed no cancer, leaving an initial 
diagnosis as some kind of hepatitis (inflammation of the liver), possibly linked to the birth 
control pills I took to ease migraine and perimenopause symptoms.  I was referred to Regions 
Hospital in Saint Paul for follow-up care.  After dozens of blood tests and a liver biopsy two 
weeks later, I was diagnosed with autoimmune hepatitis, a chronic condition that required life-
long medication and monitoring. 
 My “liver episode,” as I have come to call it, was a pivotal point in my year of living 
resiliently.  I was in crisis.  The specter of death, which had been vicarious with Jane’s death 
seven months earlier, became real for me. I did not know if I would make it through this health 
challenge, as I had made it through previous events in my life.  As Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) 
noted, “When these crises occur, we are given the opportunity, and are forced, to confront the 
most threatening questions that are always there, but hidden” (p. 3).   
 Nothing was hidden during this crisis.  My emotions were laid bare.  Those threatening 
questions were many: Would I live?  Would I need a liver transplant?  Why me?  How did I get 
this disease?  How will I get through this?  If I die, what’s next?  Eventually, I answered all of 
those questions for myself, or at least came to grips with not knowing all of the answers, and in 
the process of that exploration, I discovered a vulnerability and strength I did not know I had.   
The previous chapter explored my year of living resiliently through the lens of 
psychology and my intellectual molding, especially as it related to my job layoff.  This chapter, 
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in contrast, examines how I grew from stress through the themes of my physical health.  I detail 
my health history, my response to previous health challenges, and my liver crisis.  I engage 
literature around mind/body medicine, new neuroscience on stress and epigenetics, and 
existential meaning-making.  Lastly, I try to provide a candid, honest, personal narrative with 
relevant stories to answer the question of how it feels to be resilient and grow from stress. 
Health History 
 When I was born in 1966 in Portland, Maine, I was a healthy, plump, 8-pound, 9-ounce 
baby girl.  Data from 1966 regarding average infant birth weight were not easily obtainable, but 
if born today, my weight would fall within the normal range, slightly above average (Swamy, 
Edwards, Gelfand, James, & Miranda, 2012).  Trying to find a citation to prove I was normal and 
average, in fact, not only made me laugh at my own dissertation-induced absurdity but led me to 
wonder about my mother’s pregnancy with me.  Did she take neonatal vitamins?  Did she stop 
drinking coffee?  Was I born near my due date?  I remember seeing a copy of Dr. Spock’s Baby 
and Child Care (1957) in our house.  Did she read it?  
 The baby industry was not as sophisticated and commercial as it is today, but knowing 
what I have learned about the importance of developmental brain chemistry in resilience 
research, even in utero (Yehuda & Bierer, 2009), I was fascinated to learn about my early 
beginnings.  I texted my mom about these questions, and she reported that she did take vitamins, 
but was not a coffee drinker or smoker anyway, so there was nothing to quit.  She suspected I 
was born near my due date but did not remember specifically.  She did confirm that I was “the 
cutest one” in the nursery.  I am almost 50 years old at this writing, but I will always be her baby. 
 By the time I was 6 months old, I had moved to East Hampton, New York, where I grew 
up.  My paternal grandparents lived there, and we stayed with them while our house on Church 
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Lane was built.  I examined my medical and immunization record from my pediatrician, Dr. 
Doris Zenger, my first visit with whom was noted as May 2, 1967.  During my first few years, I 
received all of the typical immunizations available in the 1960s: smallpox, polio, MMR, DPT.  I 
had no known allergies, and the only health issues reported were a few upper respiratory 
infections that were treated chiefly with penicillin and achromycin.  I seemed to be off to a 
healthy start.   
 I do not have any health-related memories about my early childhood.  The first challenge 
I remember is getting eyeglasses and braces on my teeth in fifth grade.  Wearing eyeglasses did 
not bother me, and several other kids in class had glasses.  I chose a cool pair of tear-drop aviator 
glasses, and I was more concerned with how I looked in them than whether I could see well.  The 
gaze of other people was more important than my own. 
 Orthodontic work, however, hurt.  I required several tooth extractions and palate 
widening in preparation for upper and bottom braces.  The braces themselves were rough and cut 
my gums.  I hated them.  I was sore, embarrassed by how they looked, and generally miserable.  
I did not care that my one front tooth stuck out farther than the rest.  I also did not think that I 
would “care about it when I was an adult,” as my parents and grandparents repeatedly told me.  
At that moment in time, I hurt, and I was not shy about voicing that displeasure. 
 I grew accustomed to the braces, and over time, they straightened my teeth.  Once the 
braces came off, and I transitioned to a retainer, however, I tended not to wear it.  I did enjoy 
flipping it out at people with my tongue, but it made me talk funny, and it was a bother.  My 
mother continually asked me if I were wearing it, and I grew angry if I were caught with it out.  I 
seemed to have a tendency to rebel against my own health interests if pain or hassle were 
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involved.  As a result, my front tooth started to move out of alignment, something that does bug 
me now that I’m an adult. 
Scoliosis.  The other body part that was not aligned was my spine.  In 1979, at the age of 
12, I was diagnosed with scoliosis, a curvature of the back.  I did not notice anything wrong, but 
my gym teacher noticed one shoulder blade higher than the other during a routine screening.  
After a visit to Dr. Zenger, I was referred to St. Charles Hospital in Port Jefferson and the 
Hospital for Special Surgery in Manhattan.  Although my spine curvature was 24 degrees, I did 
not require surgery.  Instead, I was fitted with a Milwaukee brace.   
 Although I thought this treatment was positively medieval, it was the standard at the time 
(Winter, 1992).  The staff at the Hospital for Special Surgery made a plaster cast of my torso 
from which they made a plastic girdle.  Three metal bars, two in the back and one in the front, 
attached to the girdle and ran up to reattach to a neck ring.  Adjustable back pads, attached to the 
metal bars, could be tightened as I grew.  Theoretically, the brace held the spine in place and 
prevented further curvature as I grew.  All I knew was that the middle bar was not centered on 
my sternum; rather, it crushed one breast, making me lopsided.  I also had a hard time bending in 
it and could not do simple things like tie my shoe.  Lastly, it hurt.  Parts of the girdle rubbed my 
skin raw, and my back hurt from the constant pressure from the pads.  I took it off as often as I 
could, and even though I was supposed to wear it to bed, I quickly learned I could hide it in my 
closet and put it back on before I went to school.  Like with my retainer, I did not follow the 
doctor’s advice. 
 My memories of these early health challenges are composed more of episodes and 
fleeting images than the day-to-day feelings I had.  I remember riding the subway to the Hospital 
for Special Surgery.  I remember the large, sweet African American man who chatted to me 
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while he made the plaster cast of my torso.  I remember meeting another girl when I went into 
high school who also wore a Milwaukee brace.  I do not remember feeling especially brave or 
resilient; in fact, I remember feeling rebellious in light of these things—braces and back brace—
that were hampering my freedom. 
 My memory of being a rebellious, sarcastic preteen is juxtaposed with having a sense of 
vicarious resilience (Hernandez, Gangsei & Engstrom, 2007; McGonigle, 2015), the notion that 
we can draw meaning and growth for our own lives from the stories of others.  When I first got 
my back brace, my mother came home from the library with two books, Judy Blume’s Deenie, 
written in 1973, and a nonfiction book about a girl with scoliosis, the title of which is lost to me.  
I do not remember reading the books, but I suspect I did.  I was not the kind of child who talked 
to people about her feelings.  I was private.  I tended to retreat into myself and read or listen to 
music. 
 I also had a sense of vicarious resilience when I saw other people with disabilities.  Our 
state assemblyman John Behan, a classmate of my father’s, was a Vietnam Veteran who lost 
both of his legs in a landmine explosion.  He walked with the aid of artificial limbs, and we 
frequently saw him at town events.  I did not think much of it at the time since it was just John, 
but I recognized that his injury did not seem to stop him from having a family and career. 
I was not friends with the girl in high school who also wore a back brace.  I do not even 
remember her name, although we were in a couple classes together.  I just remember the feeling 
that I was not alone.  Similarly, a girl who was a few years older than I was had a more advanced 
case of scoliosis.  She worked at the local deli, and I noticed that her shoulder blade was much 
higher than the other one, giving her a bit of a swagger when she walked.  While it was not 
charitable, I felt a bit better about my situation because my curvature was not very noticeable to 
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the naked eye.  In a strange way, I also wondered if my family cared more about me since I had a 
back brace, and she did not. 
 Although my scoliosis did not produce feelings of trauma like our house fire 2 years 
earlier, it did fit a narrative and pattern of overcoming stress.  I was occasionally frustrated, 
embarrassed, and rebellious, but, in general, I coped well with the back brace, unlike the fire.  
Seery et al. (2010) acknowledged “under the proper conditions, experiencing life adversity may 
foster subsequence resilience” (p. 1025).  I was not conscious of connecting the two events, and I 
was not aware of feelings of mastery and control, but seeing other people with physical 
challenges and reading other people’s stories were two distinct coping mechanisms and 
opportunities I did not engage in after the house fire.   
 After our fire, I was isolated.  I had the support of family, of course, but I did not know 
anyone who had experienced a fire.  Although the peers I knew who also had scoliosis were not 
close friends, they were in my social sphere.  I knew of them, even though I did not talk to them 
about our mutual condition.  Our conversations were limited to teenage social niceties, so our 
relationship did not approach the level that Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) described as mutual 
support.  Nonetheless, their presence reassured me that I was not alone. 
Young adulthood.  My health life throughout high school and college was uneventful.  
Eventually, I stopped growing, so wearing my back brace was a non-issue.  My curvature, still at 
24 degrees, was barely noticeable, and I was only reminded of it if I stood still for too long, as 
my back ached.  My approach to my health was blasé.  I hated to exercise, although I loved some 
competitive games like softball and volleyball, and I was pretty good at them.  But like many 
young adults, I took my good health for granted.  My only frustration was my weight, which 
fluctuated frequently, based on my diet. 
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 My college roommate, Eileen, was an athlete.  She ran cross-country and track.  Even 
when it was not her season, she ran after class.  I remember her saying that she became crabby 
and antsy if she did not exercise daily.  This concept was completely foreign to me, as I did 
anything I could to avoid exercise.  I enjoyed riding my bike as a kid, but it was a means to an 
end.  I rode my bike to get a coffee, buttered roll, and New York Times and head to my job, not to 
enjoy the ride, the scenery, the wind in my hair, or the time to think.  It was a necessary evil, a 
way to realize my freedom and autonomy, which were core to me.  In college, I was a music and 
theater geek, so while Eileen was out running, I was either at choir practice, in our room reading 
one of my novels for class, or munching on chips and drinking cola.  I even chose golf as one of 
my required physical education classes, so I could ride the golf carts.  Wellness was not 
something I cared about. 
 I did more than not care about physical health, however.  I privileged the intellect.  I 
subscribed to the Cartesian dualism of mind and body, and it did not occur to me that mind and 
body were intertwined.  I reflected the hegemony of Western scientific thinking, which “so 
permeated Western culture that it closed off the entire realm of mind-body interactions in health 
as a legitimate domain of scientific inquiry” (Kabat-Zinn, 1990/2013, p. 231).  I believed my 
doctors who were trained in dualistic notions of physical illness, that if something was wrong 
with the body, one fixed the body.  I rejected the idea that my emotions or mind impacted my 
physical health and vice versa.  I viewed with disdain some “hippie notion” that mind and body 
were connected.   
 I preferred doctors and health practitioners who were smart and traditional, in my 
definition.  When I looked for a doctor, my first criterion was their medical school training.  I 
made sure they were educated in the United States, and I prioritized those individuals who 
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attended competitive schools.  I privileged male doctors over female ones, as I assumed the 
women were admitted to their institutions as affirmative action applicants.  I wanted my doctors 
to be the best, and I relegated empathy or bedside manner to second-tier criteria.  Those 
ingredients were nice to have, but not a requirement for me.  In fact, if a doctor was too “touchy- 
feely” I was suspect about his or her intellect. 
 My dualistic thinking of mind and body went deeper.  I privileged intellectual prowess 
over other kinds of knowing or intelligences.  I was a smart kid and young adult, and I was 
rewarded for my mind.  As a result, I thought being academically intelligent was far better than 
being talented athletically, good with the hands, or emotionally gifted.  I appreciated musical 
talent because I was musical, but I was terrible in art class, so I dismissed that talent.  I was not 
arrogant or insecure, but I was judgmental and critical.  I was confident that my opinion was 
right.  I appreciated other talents, but I still thought there was a hierarchy where intellect and 
reason was at the top.  
 I was the first member of my immediate family to graduate from college, and while my 
family was proud of me, they instilled the belief that I was no better than anyone else because of 
that accomplishment.  My success did not make me a better person.  I forgot that lesson soon 
after college graduation.  We had a family dinner one night, and after dinner our neighbor Gail 
came over to visit.  My father asked me to clear the dishes so they could chat.  I was in a snit, 
and while I was placing the dishes into the dishwasher muttered, in front of our neighbor, “I’m 
the only goddamned person in this house to graduate from college, and I still have to do the 
dishes.”  I felt ashamed as soon as I said it.  I thought my father was going to leap over the dining 
room table.  Instead, he bellowed something to the effect that he “did not care how smart I was, 
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as long as I lived in that house, I was going to help.”  Clearly, I was testing the boundaries, but 
that potential arrogance was nipped immediately.   
 Although I was not arrogant, I was certain.  I was a sympathetic person, but I was not 
empathetic, especially when it came to illness.  In addition to the mind/body dualism and 
intellectual privilege I believed, I believed in mind over body.  My assumptive world (Calhoun 
& Tedeschi, 2013) said that strong people can handle stress.  They do not have mental health 
problems, and they can handle their emotions.  I had coped well with my few health challenges, 
and I assumed other people coped with theirs.  I was sympathetic to friends who had physical 
difficulties or who sought counseling for personal issues, but my sympathy had limits, and, 
certainly, I would never need help.   
Midlife.  During my year of living resiliently, my liver disease was a physical, emotional, 
and existential crisis like nothing I had encountered.  It was a turning point that led me to grow in 
ways I did not expect.  As I sought to explore how I grew from stress, I thought about prior 
health challenges I encountered, under the theoretical idea that previous stress provided a sort of 
inoculation to future crises (Seery, Holman, & Silver, 2010).  During my midlife, I experienced 
several health issues that failed to prompt the same sort of rumination and reflection that my liver 
crisis did, and I was puzzled.  What was the difference, and what effect, if any, did they have on 
my future resilience? 
 In my 30s and early 40s, I developed migraines, had gallbladder surgery, and was 
hospitalized for pericarditis.  Each of these experiences was stressful and upsetting, especially 
what I called my “heart incident.”  I was hospitalized at St. Joseph’s Hospital in Saint Paul for 5 
days in 2008, a long time in hospital terms.  It was Karla’s birthday, and we were staying at the 
Saint Paul Hotel for the weekend.  I had been sick the week before with an unremarkable cold, 
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which coincided with an ugly migraine.  If I did not catch a migraine in time, it usually lasted 3 
days, as was the case with this one.  My Imitrex shots tended to work, but once a migraine was 
full-blown, the shots were ineffective.  Nonetheless, they gave me relief for a couple hours. 
 As the week went on, and Karla’s birthday got closer, I felt weaker and out of breath.  I 
thought it was just the remnants of my cold and fatigue from fighting the migraine.  I was 
irritable, but I wanted her birthday to be fun.  I had no appetite, so we opted out of dinner, but 
went to the Guthrie Theater where we had tickets for a production of Jane Eyre, one of my 
favorite books.  I was tired during the performance and became winded during intermission 
when I walked to the water fountain for a drink.  I knew my vision was not right; it felt tunneled, 
and I “saw stars.”  I could not wait for the play to be over so I could lie down and go to sleep. 
 When we arrived back at the hotel, I could not sleep.  My heart was pounding, and I was 
nervous.  Karla asked if we needed to go to the hospital.  I said I did not think so, I just needed to 
sleep.  I could tell that Karla was on high alert.  She had worked in health care for almost 40 
years, mostly as an administrator, but she had a clinical background early in her life.  She was 
trained as a corpsman in the United States Navy and was stationed in Norfolk, Virginia, for most 
of her time in the service.  As a result, she saw a variety of physical conditions, not just among 
service members but also their families.  She was well-trained and retained that information, 
even 40 years later.  I felt safe with her and trusted her knowledge. 
 As I lay with my head on the pillow, I knew something was wrong.  As a lot of women 
do, however, I dismissed my symptoms as just fatigue.  But down deep, I knew I needed help.  I 
told Karla, “You know, I’m feeling that sense of doom they talk about.”  She bounded out of bed 
and said, “Ok, we’re going.”  I arrived at the emergency department at St. Joseph’s Hospital and 
told the staff I had shortness of breath and vague chest pain, and they whisked me back to a bed.   
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 I only have vague memories of the night, more like flashes.  I knew I had taken more 
Imitrex shots for my migraines than recommended, which I confessed to the ER doctor.  I had 
just wanted the pain to go away, but now I feared I had caused my heart problem.  When my lab 
results arrived, he said, “Well, it looks like you’ve had a heart attack.”  Karla hung her head, but 
something in me said “No, that’s not quite right.”  The term pericarditis was right on the tip of 
my tongue, but I was not in any state to recall it.  A colleague had endured a bout of pericarditis, 
so it was not an unfamiliar condition to me.  But at this moment, I just wanted someone to take 
care of me.   
 I was well cared for at St. Joe’s.  Karla worked for HealthEast Care System at the time, 
the same health care entity that operated St. Joe’s, so I was considered an employee’s spouse, 
even though we were not yet married.  I had a private room, and, unbeknownst to me, Karla met 
with a health care team daily about my condition.  I had several tests, including a cardiac 
ultrasound and angiogram.  I did not fit the profile of a heart attack patient.  I was not 
overweight, I was young (early 40s), I was a woman, I didn’t smoke or have diabetes.  They 
initially could not figure me out, but eventually my diagnosis would be pericarditis, an 
inflammation of the pericardium, likely caused by a viral infection.  My Imitrex overuse, 
although not ideal, was not a factor, and I had not had a heart attack, although the inflammation 
had caused some nonpermanent heart damage.  I was going to be fine, with no lasting damage 
and little chance of recurrence. 
 Upon reflection, I do not remember being afraid during my heart incident.  I was nervous 
when I heard the doctors wanted to perform an angiogram, because it was so invasive.  It was the 
fifth day in the hospital, and I was feeling better.  I wanted to go home, and now this?  I cried 
more out of frustration than fear.  But I did not experience the existential abyss that I did several 
70 
 
years later with my liver.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) defined traumatic events as those that 
are unexpected, uncontrollable, and long-lasting.  My bout with pericarditis was unexpected and 
uncontrollable, but the effects were not long-lasting.  I stayed in the hospital for a long time, but 
my diagnosis was known quickly, and, although I was in the cardiac intensive care unit, I knew I 
was not going to die.  I was concerned, but I did not fear for my life. 
 While I convalesced at home, I reflected on my experience, but I did not ruminate in the 
way that Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) indicated was necessary for posttraumatic growth.  I read 
about pericarditis and was fascinated by the evolution of women’s heart health awareness in the 
medical and popular literature, but I did not poke around the Internet incessantly.  I did not have 
intrusive thoughts in the middle of the night, nor did I scare myself with obscure studies.  I did 
not plan my funeral or reevaluate my spirituality.  In many ways, my thoughts confirmed my 
assumptive world: what happened to my heart was an occurrence that happened to my “neck 
down” body, and I was strong and coped well, as strong people do. 
 I was resilient, in the traditional sense of the word, in that I bounced back quickly after 
my pericarditis.  My sense of self was not challenged (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995) as a result of 
the experience; rather, it was reified.  I did not feel vulnerable, but I also did not feel any growth 
while in the experience.  I just went on with life, with very little energy expended pondering 
“what ifs.”  Still plagued by migraines, I sought prophylactic relief in addition to drugs to treat 
them.  I started taking low-dose birth control pills to regulate my hormonal fluxes, a main 
contributor to my migraines.  I knew I was entering perimenopause, but this fact caused more 




 I remember my liver journey in flashes.  I mix up the timeline sometimes, as people do 
with trauma.  As van der Kolk (2014) found in his practice with patients, “Trauma is not stored 
as a narrative with an orderly beginning, middle, and end.  Memories initially return . . . as 
flashbacks that contain fragments of the experience, isolated images, sounds, and body 
sensations that initially have no context other than fear and panic” (p. 137).  Just like I have an 
episodic memory of our house fire—a chocolate soda with my grandmother, fire as seen through 
my side door into the kitchen—some memories of my liver crisis are clear and some which are 
vague.  When investigating my experience of living resiliently, I have tried to convey my sense 
of truth and to remember facts to the best of my ability, realizing that my perception of events is 
more important to the story than whether that event occurred on a Tuesday or Wednesday.   
 One of the first flashes I remember is my visit to the emergency department at Hudson 
Hospital that Thanksgiving night.  I knew something was wrong with me.  Just like I had a 
feeling of doom and an intuitive sense of what was going on with my heart a few years earlier, 
my guts literally were telling my brain something was wrong.  I could not, however, convey that 
sense well in words.  I suppose I resembled a hysterical middle-aged woman to the younger ER 
doctor on call, emphasis on the “hysterical,” in this case coming from the Greek word for uterus. 
Men are not often called “hysterical.”  That word is reserved for women . . . as in not quite 
believable, it’s all in your head, honey, and let me explain how you feel.  
 The ER doctor explained to me the “sanctity of the emergency room.”  I did not 
understand what he meant at the time.  I thought, “Yes, yes, I understand.  That’s why I’m here.”  
I did not realize that he was speaking in code, code as in “I don’t believe that anything is really 
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wrong with you.”  He said he would run a few tests but probably refer me to my primary care 
physician.  I did not understand his main point. 
 Maria, the nurse on call with me, however, understood the doctor’s coded language, 
because she reassured me we would get to the bottom of what was happening.  She tracked down 
warm blankets for me and made me comfortable, but, more importantly, she believed me.  She 
believed me!  She hugged me while I cried, she took me seriously, she advocated for me, and she 
stayed with me.  I cried into her shoulder and thanked her.  I felt safe with her.   
Supportive others.  In that moment in the ER, I was a terrified child.  I shook 
uncontrollably and laughed/cried, the kind of emotional imbalance that came with the unknown.  
Terrified adults, like children, need to feel safe at a visceral level (van der Kolk, 2014) when 
faced with trauma.  I needed Maria to hold me, touch me, talk to me, soothe me, and reconnect 
me to my physical and emotional self.  She grounded me and gave me courage to speak the truth 
of my situation and conviction.  I found my words, knowing she listened.   
 I have had excellent health care in my life, but I was struck by Maria’s presence in a way 
that was different from others.  As I researched my perspectives and stories during my year of 
living resiliently, I wondered why I remembered her and not my nurses during my heart crisis.  
Those nurses and doctors were competent, smart, and kind, and, after all, I privileged the 
competent and smart practitioners—the intellect—above the emotive.  But I did not remember 
their names.  Maria touched my heart, metaphorically, and opened me to empathy.  I questioned 
whether she was different or I was different.   
 I did not realize Maria’s impact until I processed her part in my journey and growth.  
There were many days yet to come in my liver crisis, but at that point, on Day One, I needed 
relating and listening (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013).  Simply being with me was comforting.  
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Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) stated, “A good clinician leads with companionship rather than 
technical expertise or knowledge.  The clinician recognizes that navigating trauma situations is 
not merely an intellectual exercise but instead involves much emotion” (p. 24).  I needed her to 
be smart, of course, and she was.  I needed her critical thinking skills, analytical skills, and 
nursing knowledge.  But I needed more her communication skills, her emotional intelligence.  I 
needed her to be “the kind of companion who is focused on the nuances . . . in a way that extends 
beyond the intellectual to the personal” (p. 25).   
 I remembered Maria in the same way I remembered Mike and Carol when I was laid off 
from Meadow View State.  They waited for me while I was being told horrible news about my 
employment, and my heart is tied to theirs, as a result.  Maria was with me while I waited to hear 
what was wrong with my health, and although I did not know the scope or prognosis of my 
illness that night, she was with me during the critical first hours.  The empathy she showed was 
memorable.  She modeled a way of being that integrated her intellect and heart, and as I reflected 
on my relationships with people during this year, I found myself gravitating to those individuals 
who I saw as behaving similarly.  I also felt my own empathy expanding and answered my 
question about whether she was different than other clinicians I had encountered or whether I 
had, in fact, changed.  Maria certainly was special, but it was me.  I had entered a space where I 
learned something new about myself. 
 Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) noted that people who experienced posttraumatic growth 
indicated their relationships with other people changed because of their crisis.  These crises held 
the potential for a “deepening and strengthening of relationships” (p. 9), both with specific 
individuals in their lives and with people in general.  After my layoff, I told several friends, “You 
really know who your friends are when this happens.”  Some people, like Mike and Carol, 
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reached out to me.  Other people avoided me like I embodied a layoff virus.  My liver crisis was 
similar.  Maria was the first individual to extend empathy to me, and perhaps one could argue 
that was her job.  My early self would have said the bedside manner was nice but not required.  
My resilient self now acknowledged for the first time that my emotions and physical health were 
intertwined, and while Maria and I were clearly not friends, I kept coming back to her example 
as a way I might be in the world.   
 A second flash memory I had during my liver crisis was the day of my liver biopsy.  I did 
not remember whether the biopsy was a week after my visit to the ER or two days after, but the 
biopsy experience and my reflections comprised one of the most vivid and profound memories of 
that year.  I arrived at Regions Hospital for my biopsy feeling nervous.  I had never had a biopsy 
before, and just the word connoted images of my grandmother’s cancer death.  In my life, 
biopsies never brought good news.   
After I checked in for the procedure and was prepped, I was wheeled down for the 
biopsy, into the dark recesses of Regions Hospital’s basement.  I observed the radiation warning 
sign, as we waited for the doctor.  The nurse told me and Karla that the biopsy was going to be 
performed by Dr. Aram Saroyan (a pseudonym), the former chief of radiology.  Dr. Saroyan was 
a slight man of Armenian descent, soft-spoken with a ponytail.  Karla, having worked at Regions 
for a number of years in the mid-1990s, knew him, so she was happy with the quality of care I 
was to receive and made chit-chat with Dr. Saroyan while he took a few notes.  I, however, was 
concerned that such a prominent doctor was performing my procedure.  I thought it was a sign 
that my case must be severe and problematic; it was not reassuring. 
The liver biopsy procedure was so quick—5 or 10 minutes—that I barely had time to 
adjust, and I was not sure if they administered any pain medication or sedative to help me relax.  
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After some numbing medicine was applied to my abdomen, he inserted the needle, took a few 
samples, and completed his task.  There was not much pain, although he advised me that there 
would be some discomfort after the procedure was finished.  He was right.  It felt like someone 
punched me in the stomach and diaphragm.  I was out of breath, faint, and nauseated.  I expected 
some discomfort, so I did not think anything was wrong, but the pain intensified, and I grew 
concerned.  The nurse lowered the bed and gave me some nausea medicine, which helped.  My 
abdominal pain and shortness of breath continued, however, and I grew scared.  The nurse called 
Dr. Saroyan.  
What Dr. Saroyan did next was something I never had experienced in health care.  
Instead of sitting at his desk, saying, “Give her more pain meds,” he came down to the room, 
gave me the medicine himself, kneaded my shoulder, and held my hand.  I was aware that 
someone was holding my hand but my eyes were squeezed shut from the pain.  When I opened 
them, he talked to me in a soothing voice.  “You’re doing fine.  Your blood pressure is good.  
This is normal, you’ll feel relief soon.  Let’s check the ultrasound again just to make sure.  Do 
you want Karla to come in?”  He did this for 10 minutes!  One of the most well-known doctors in 
the Twin Cities!  I have had a doctor put his or her hand on my shoulder or pat my knee, but not 
sit with me for 10 minutes and hold my hand.  In that room, I had five people huddled around 
me, holding my hands, stroking my leg, making sure I was going to be okay.   
Writing this story, some two years later, it feels like it must sound pedestrian to a reader.  
I cannot capture the feeling, other than to admit that I just cried and cried . . . at the pain, at the 
fear of what the results would say, at the love they showed me, at the humility I felt, realizing 
they were all focused on me at that moment, at their sheer humanity.  It was a moment of grace 
that I cannot express, and even when I try to relate the story to friends 2 years later, I start to cry.  
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Dr. Saroyan, like Maria in the ER on Thanksgiving night, provided me with a haven.  He 
provided “physical and emotional safety, including safety from feeling shamed, admonished, or 
judged, and [he] bolster[ed] the courage to tolerate, face, and process the reality of what has 
happened” (van der Kolk, 2014, p. 212).  I was not judged for being weak.  I was not 
admonished for crying.  I was not shamed for feeling afraid.  I was embraced physically and 
emotionally. 
Maria and Dr. Saroyan were pivotal characters in my liver crisis.  Other players arrived 
later, but Maria and Dr. Saroyan were on the scene early, when I was especially afraid of the 
unknown.  We know that social support is critical for trauma victims (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 
2013), and that support takes the form of family and friends, people in similar situations, and 
clinicians.  I had supportive friends and family, although I did not involve them until I knew 
more about my circumstances.  I also did not seek out others with similar circumstances at this 
point because I did not know my diagnosis.  As a result, I relied on Karla and clinicians.   
Dr. Saroyan’s presence was notable because he, like Maria, led with his compassion.  I 
knew he had other patients that day, but I felt like the only one.  I also suspect that he had 
performed thousands of liver biopsies in his lengthy career, but he seemed to take particular care 
with me that day.  I was not “the liver in Room 3,” I was Kris.  I was a human being, and I was 
fully seen.  Critical elements to relieving my stress were relating, listening, and human touch 
(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013), and I can still feel his soft but confident hands, hands that 
reassured me when I was at my most vulnerable.  
I looked into the abyss at that moment.  I did not know my future, if I had a future, at 
least a future on this plane of existence.  My eventual diagnosis was autoimmune hepatitis.  It 
was not the worst disease one could have, but it was a chronic condition that I learned I would 
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have to monitor and medicate for the rest of my life.  During those scary few months when we 
did not know what I had or what my prognosis was, I woke in the middle of the night, sobbed, 
and felt like my stomach was falling to the floor.  I woke Karla every night at 3:00 am because I 
could not sleep.  She held me as I cried racking sobs.  Sometimes I needed to talk and sometimes 
I just cried. 
Karla was my rock, especially during those first 6 months.  I knew this experience was 
hard on her, but I was so self-absorbed that I barely noticed.  She, too, provided a haven for the 
range of my emotions.  I appreciated her honesty the most.  Sometimes, family members’ own 
anxieties get in the way of providing solace and support to the other person (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, 1995), but Karla was present and reassuring.  She did not tell me it “was going to be 
okay,” because it might not have been okay.  A statement as clichéd as that would have made me 
ballistic.  Instead, she told me, “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it together.”  She set aside her 
own pain, at least in my presence, and attended to me. 
I also appreciated her clinical background.  She was able to translate “health care speak” 
into something I understood.  She accompanied me to all appointments and asked questions I 
could not.  She also confirmed what doctors did or did not say when I needed to process the 
conversations later.  I am someone who thinks and processes information externally through 
talking, so during this time, I talked . . . and talked . . . and talked.  I reviewed information from 
the doctors constantly to try to understand my condition, and when I went online and scared 
myself from reading patient horror stories, she started at the beginning of my journey and 
reviewed everything the doctors said.  In some cases of trauma, supportive family members may 
have no experience with or information about such an event (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995).  I was 
lucky to have Karla in my life. 
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I was also lucky to have terrific doctors who guided me after my diagnosis and helped me 
learn resilience and grow from my experience.  Dr. Simpson, my primary care doctor, and Dr. 
Douglas, my gastroenterologist, were my two “go-to guys” during my illness, and I continue to 
have them on my care team.  Dr. Simpson was especially important in helping me reframe my 
sense of self.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) acknowledged, “Most people confronting highly 
difficult events will attempt to weave an account of the events that makes sense to them” (p. 
108).  During my first appointment with him, when I still did not have a full scope of my illness, 
I cried and asked, “Am I going to need a liver transplant?”  He could not, of course, know the 
answer to that question, but he was the recipient of my angst.  I had not met with Dr. Douglas 
yet.  He reassured me, “Lots of things are on the table.  That is probably far on the edge of the 
table.  It’s not off the table, but it’s not likely.”   
 Like my response to Karla, I appreciated and needed his honesty and compassion.  I 
needed to make sense of what had happened to me.  I was flailing and trying to grasp why my 
immune system decided to attack my liver.  Had I done something wrong?  Was there a larger 
underlying disease somewhere in my system?  I knew he was not an expert on my condition, but 
he listened.  I was overwhelmed, and to deal with my condition successfully, I had to address my 
emotions.  Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) recommended that clinicians focus on the emotional 
distress of patients before attempting to engage them in discussions of potential growth.  Dr. 
Simpson was a primary care doctor, not a psychologist, but he seemed to grasp the enormity of 
my anxiety.  
 Similarly, Dr. Douglas helped me construct a narrative of what happened to me.  Karla 
and I spent an hour with him at my first appointment, and I know I asked the same questions 
several times.  He answered each one patiently and sensitively.  He reassured me that 
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autoimmune hepatitis was a manageable condition, and he had a plan for how to treat me.  He 
reviewed my liver biopsy and ultrasound results, which showed no permanent damage to my 
liver, but it was very inflamed.  I was not out of the woods, so to speak, but he suspected that I 
would respond well to steroid treatments.  The protocol was to begin with high dose Prednisone 
to get the inflammation under control and then transition to an immunosuppressant.  I would be 
monitored closely with liver function tests every few days for a while.   
 One of my main concerns with my disease was discovering a cause.  I did not know why 
this was important to me, but I struggled with the questions of Why me?  What had I done?  
What was my future, as a result?  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) suggested that “development of 
this narrative of what has happened is a necessary basis for the client to discover meaning in the 
struggle with adversity” (p. 108).  When I had my heart incident, I learned that pericarditis likely 
developed from a viral infection, so I did not struggle with questions of meaning after that 
experience.  With autoimmune diseases, the causes were less clear.  Dr. Douglas acknowledged 
we might never know why my immune system attacked my liver. 
 It was important to me to realize that I did not cause my condition.  I was not to blame.  I 
did not engage in unsafe sex, have multiple partners, drink too much, or use drugs.  I did not 
have any hepatitis virus.  The birth control pills I took to ease migraine symptoms may have 
exacerbated or triggered a reaction, but we may never know.  In fact, it was a good thing that my 
symptoms were so acute because my condition was caught early.  He had several patients that 
presented no symptoms until their liver had cirrhosis.  I did not have any cirrhosis.  He did not 
use the term “lucky,” but I started to.  I began to reframe my perception of my condition because 
of that conversation.   
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 In addition to family and friends and clinicians, Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) found that 
other people who had experienced similar trauma provided a different kind of support to people 
in crisis.  They “relieve[d] some of the distress and provide[d] hope for the future” (p. 98).  I 
stumbled onto another person with autoimmune hepatitis who worked at Meadow View State 
when a close colleague mused that her staff member described similar symptoms.  This 
colleague asked if she could share my story with her staff member, and I said yes.  This staff 
member—I’ll call her Becky—and I sought out each other and began to enjoy monthly coffee 
dates. 
 Becky’s journey was slightly different, I learned, in that she developed autoimmune 
hepatitis as a teenager, which was later rediscovered when she was pregnant with her child.  
Becky was younger than I was, but she had been dealing with this condition for far longer.  As a 
result, I viewed her as a veteran, and I asked question after question, as I grappled with my 
emotional distress and clinical options.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) encouraged individuals to 
join support groups because “people who have coped successfully are highly credible sources to 
those in distress” (p. 98).  Unfortunately, the liver support groups in the Twin Cities were 
targeted toward individuals with Hepatitis C, cancer, or transplants, not our chronic autoimmune 
condition.  Becky and I joked that we would be a support group of two, a “brown duo,” which 
referred to the liver’s color. 
 During our monthly coffee chats, we took turns relating how we were doing with our 
disease, appointments we had coming up, and our coping skills.  I was aware of my 
administrative position at the campus, so I reinforced the hope that during our time together we 
were just Becky and Kris.  Everything we said was confidential, and we could choose not to 
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share information if the conversation became too personal.  We also did not “talk shop.”  The 
ground rules we established freed us up to talk about our livers, not campus.   
 I found our time helpful because it confirmed for me that there was a future for me.  
Becky was a vibrant, talented young professional, and although I did not live in her inner 
landscape, she was living proof that I, too, could enjoy a full life with autoimmune hepatitis for 
many, many years.  She was a “veteran of the struggle with the crisis . . . and a bit farther on the 
road to successful coping” (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995, p. 99) than I was.  When she said she 
suffered no apparent side effects with azathioprine, the immunosuppressant I eventually would 
take, I relaxed because she was credible.  I recognized my biochemistry was different, but at 
least I knew someone whose experience was positive.  I saw my future in her eyes, and with her 
help, and the help of my supportive others, I reframed my sense of self, my personal narrative, 
and my relationship with others during that year of living resiliently. 
Reframing my sense of self.  As I researched how I learned resilience and how I grew 
from stress, I realized that I changed in many ways during and after my year of living resiliently.  
Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) believed that change was growth, especially change in life 
narratives and cognitive schema.  They further believed that in order for change to occur, the 
threat experienced needed to be “seismic.”  Growth from routine stress was certainly possible, 
but it tended to be short-term, not fundamental.  A good example of the difference between 
stress-induced growth and posttraumatic/resilient growth was how I responded to my experience 
with pericarditis versus autoimmune hepatitis.  
 I was quite ill when I was in the hospital for pericarditis.  I was nervous and concerned 
and, at times, scared, but I was not shaken to my core.  My foundational belief in myself as a 
strong person was not threatened; if anything, it was reinforced.  I came through that experience 
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with the knowledge that my heart was fine, my “pipes,” so to speak were clear, and the chances 
of a relapse were minimal.  I viewed the incident as a weird fluke.  I changed my diet for a few 
days.  I ate some oatmeal, bought some fat-free salad dressing, and avoided my beloved chips, 
but the dedication to systemic change quickly lapsed. 
 I was interested in women’s heart health issues and read some articles about women and 
heart disease, but my primary care doctor at the time made sure I did not define myself as a 
“cardiac patient.”  When I followed up with her and we discussed the episode, I think she did not 
want me to needlessly worry about my cardiac future.  I know I asked her obscure questions 
about the tests they ran—tests that measured cardiac enzymes, sedimentation rates, and 
potassium levels—but I was not afraid.  I was more oddly curious from an intellectual 
perspective.  I was amazed at myself and fascinated by the inner workings of my heart.  
 I was amazed at the resilience of my liver, but especially early in my diagnosis, I was 
more emotionally shaken than intellectually captivated.  Dr. Simpson, my primary care doctor, 
recognized my angst and said, “My main job is to take care of your anxiety.”  I was puzzled.  
Yes, I was anxious, but that was because I did not have a grasp on the situation yet, right?  Soon, 
I would pull myself up by the bootstraps and cope.  I assumed that the insomnia, the constant 
shaking, and the crying would pass.  I was just indulging in a momentary lapse of emotional 
control and needed to “get a grip.” 
 Dr. Simpson explained that with a diagnosis and process this acute, it was normal for my 
brain chemistry to be out of balance.  The last thing I needed was further emotional distress when 
I was trying to heal and focus on my autoimmune condition, and he recommended I take Xanax 
to ease my anxiety symptoms.  I had taken Xanax before, but only when I flew in an airplane.  I 
had an irrational fear of flying, and Xanax helped me calm down and not claw the skin off the 
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person who sat next to me.  I knew I tolerated the drug well.  It did not make me loopy; it made 
me feel normal.  Yet, the prospect of taking Xanax daily made me feel weak and needy. 
 I did not want to take a drug for my emotions.  I knew the Prednisone I took to get my 
liver inflammation under control had side effects that could make feelings seem more acute, but I 
gladly took it.  It was keeping me alive.  My liver inflammation was real, meaning it occurred 
below my neck.  I had little control over my liver; I had total control over my emotions.  If I just 
tried harder! 
 I did take the Xanax, and I felt better.  I felt emotionally stronger, I slept better, and I 
shook less.  It was a miracle drug for me, but I still berated myself for needing it.  I tried skipping 
doses in the middle of the day to prove to myself that I had the fortitude to go it alone, but then I 
started to worry, to get hand tremors, and to cry.  I acquiesced to my mind’s messages, but felt 
stupid, and my sense of self was broken.   
 At some point, and I remember the day, I listened to a podcast on Minnesota Public 
Radio while I walked in the canyon by my house.  It was a beautiful early spring day in 
Wisconsin.  The sunlight made dappled shadows on the trail and warmed my face.  The podcast 
was about stress, brain chemistry, and resilience, and featured Dr. McGonigle (2015) from 
Stanford.  I was fascinated by the research, and I remembered something that both Dr. Simpson 
and Karla had tried to tell me months earlier.  They tried to convince me that my anxiety was 
real, that it had a basis in chemistry, and that taking medication for it was just as worthy as 
taking medication for my liver.  Karla’s exact words, in fact, echoed while I stood still on the 




 I still privileged the intellect and the mind/body dichotomy, and it took an academic from 
Stanford to convince me otherwise.  The irony was rich.  I evolved, but it took time.  First, I 
acknowledged that my stress response was stuck in fight or flight.  I was worried about my 
survival, so my body geared up to fight.  Adrenaline coursed through my system (Kabat-Zinn, 
1990/2013).  Even when I relaxed at home, I felt something wash over me . . . a prickly, nervous 
energy that made it hard to stay still.  My ears buzzed, my hands shook, and my eyes darted back 
and forth.  Normal worry became panic.  The fight or flight stress response made sense when one 
was cornered on a dark street or engaged in combat.  It was less useful when sitting on the couch, 
chairing a meeting, or trying to understand a doctor’s directions.   
 I learned that chronic hyperarousal was, indeed, a legitimate medical concern.  Anxiety 
started in my brain, but it was not, metaphorically, all in my head.  Kabat-Zinn (1990/2013) 
emphasized that “chronic stimulation of the sympathetic nervous system can lead to long-term 
physiological disregulation [and] psychological distress” (p. 323).  Constant stress hormones in 
my system were corrosive physically and mentally, and while there were many therapies, drug 
therapy was effective, especially for short-term cases like mine (McGonigle, 2015).  Just like my 
liver released enzymes because it was irritated and damaged, my brain released hormones 
because it was stressed.  My doctor prescribed Xanax not because he thought I was weak, but 
because my brain needed help. 
 My second realization, in addition to the worth of drug therapy for anxiety, was learning I 
could change my stress response (Crum, Salovey & Achor, 2013; McGonigle, 2015).  The fight 
or flight response, along with most of our emotions, is housed in the limbic system area of our 
brain (Kabat-Zinn, 1990/2013).  That part of the brain is ancient, which accounts for why we feel 
like we are “wired” to act in certain ways, much of which we feel is out of our control.  
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Neuroscience, however, has recognized that our brains continue to grow and change throughout 
our lifespan.  Neuroplasticity is the phenomenon that describes the brain “as an organ of ongoing 
experience” (Kabat-Zinn, 1990/2013, p. 219).  I was destined neither by genetics nor past 
experience to behave in a certain way.  I had the capacity, through intentional mindset 
interventions and practices, to change my response to stressful stimuli. 
 The notion that I could choose my response to stress was something I acknowledged 
existentially but not physically.  One of my life-long favorite quotes, attributed to an unknown 
author but in some ways assumed to be Viktor Frankl is “Between stimulus and response there is 
a space.  In that space is our power to choose our response.  In our response lies our growth and 
our freedom.”  In the course of writing this dissertation, I learned that Viktor Frankl never 
actually wrote those words.  In browsing a bookstore, Stephen Covey claimed to have seen the 
quote, and, upon his return to the store, could not retrieve the book (Pattakos & Dundon, 2017).  
Nonetheless, the quote captures the essence of Frankl’s philosophy, which is existential freedom, 
and he makes similar statements in his various works.  When I read McGonigle (2015) and 
Kabat-Zinn (1990/2013), I was stunned to see identical statements and ideas that were applied to 
neurobiology. 
 The mind/body intersection was a concept that I lumped together with other New Age 
notions like crystals and homeopathy.  Other people may have found that alternative medicine 
worked for them, and that was great, but it was not for me.  I was incredibly ignorant, of course, 
as well as snobby and elitist, and it took my Western-trained white male doctors to open my head 
and heart to different modes of healing.  It also took a seismic event like my liver crisis to 
rupture my assumptive world regarding health and my sense of self (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995).  
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I knew I could not change my stress response by myself, and I wanted to be as healthy as I could, 
so I searched around my local area for help. 
 My search for wholeness and resilience was not as linear as it might appear.  I knew I 
wanted to keep my liver healthy, I knew autoimmune diseases were susceptible to flaring in 
response to stress, and I knew I wanted to keep my body’s inflammation to a minimum.  I was 
taking the drug regimen that my doctors advocated, and my liver enzymes were beginning to be 
under control, but I knew I had a life-long chronic condition, and it would be at least a year 
before I tapered off the steroids onto the immunosuppressant.  I still had a lot of unknowns 
regarding my long-term health.  As a result, I bounced around. 
 I knew diet was important, so I visited a dietitian and took a class on anti-inflammatory 
foods.  Dr. Douglas placed no dietary restrictions on me except for alcohol, but I learned that 
low-fat and low-sugar foods were good for me.  I found the dietitian less than helpful, however, 
and more concerned with dietary esoterica like grams of protein and carbohydrates.  When she 
showed me how a dinner plate should look, using plastic models of meat and cheese, I felt like a 
5-year-old.  I wanted to know what I could and should eat, not what I should avoid.  I had no 
problem abstaining from alcohol—that was a no brainer—but I was looking for an activity more 
meaningful. 
 I knew exercise was also good for me.  It reduced inflammation and improved mental 
health.  The problem was I hated to exercise.  I had joined gyms over the years but always let the 
membership lapse.  My house was too small for an exercise bike or treadmill, and, besides, I 
grew easily bored with “gerbil activity.”  I enjoyed walking, but in Wisconsin, I had to contend 
with the cold for at least 4 months of the year.  Happily, spring came early during my year of 
living resiliently, and the walking trails in my development opened in late March.  Walking 
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provided me with a low-impact way to get outside and feel healthy, but I kept looking for more 
meaning in my life. 
 Finally, Karla spotted a brochure in the mail from our community education department.  
The flyer advertised a series of mindfulness and meditation classes, taught by a local man at the 
nearby school.  I had heard of meditation, obviously, and mindfulness was popping up 
everywhere.  I decided to give it a try.  My former self, before the trauma of that year, never 
would have considered meditation; I would have rolled my eyes and dismissed the idea.  But as 
Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) found, people who struggled with trauma and suffering sometimes 
emerged feeling different.  They were open to fresh experiences and saw themselves in a new 
way.   
 I loved meditation.  I loved that it did not demand of me a conversion to a particular 
spiritual practice or dogma.  It worked with my emotions and thoughts and made the whole 
mind/body duality—or lack of it—finally make sense.  I had read a lot about brain chemistry and 
stress (Kabat-Zinn, 1990/2013; McGonigle, 2015; van der Kolk, 2015) and knew that to change 
my stress response and help my resilience, I intentionally needed to engage in mindfulness.  I 
needed to look at my mind and body in a new, more holistic way. 
 Meditation helped me understand the power of my thoughts.  There were certainly times 
that I took medicine to help with anxiety, but I complemented the drugs with mindfulness walks 
and daily meditation.  As my body healed, and as my liver calmed down, so too, my brain 
healed.  And in the process of that healing, I found myself growing in awareness and empathy.  I 
became open to examining my thoughts and feelings and recognizing that I had choices as to 
how I could respond, not just in an existential way, but in a physical and emotional way.  Kabat-
Zinn (1990/2013) wrote, “How we are in relationship to our thoughts and emotions can make a 
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huge difference in the quality of our lives and our health, both in the present moment and over 
time” (p. 228).   
 In the short term, I slept better.  I woke in the middle of the night less frequently, and I 
slept more soundly.  I woke feeling more refreshed.  I have always been a person who required at 
least 9 or 10 hours of sleep, but I have also been a person whose brain ran rampant at night.  My 
meditation teacher Ken referred to this dynamic as my “monkey brain,” swinging from thought 
to thought.  Xanax helped quiet my brain and contributed to a deeper sleep, but sometimes it was 
not enough, especially in the early days of my illness.  I found that meditation, specifically 
guided meditation by Ken, centered and calmed my thoughts, enabling better sleep. 
 In the longer term, meditation changed my stress response, changed my mindset about 
my illness, and, as a result, changed my sense of self.  I did not change my stress response 
overnight, but gradually, I viewed my illness and the events of that year through a challenge and 
tend and befriend lens, rather than solely fight or flight (McGonigle, 2015).  Family deaths 
became events to celebrate life and to embrace family in addition to mourn loved ones.  My 
health battle morphed from a terrifying unknown to an existentially freeing challenge.  And my 
job layoff, a potentially embittering experience, became an opportunity to pursue different 
avenues of meaning.   
 I changed my stress response by changing my mindset about the stressors I experienced.  
I don’t think this change was intentional or linear.  I did not wake up and say, “Today, I am 
changing my mindset about autoimmune hepatitis.”  I was not in denial, and I was not oblivious.  
But as I reached out to supportive others in my life, and as I thought about my own thinking, I 
noticed an evolution.  Kabat-Zinn (1990/2013) described this evolution as the transactional 
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aspect of mindfulness.  People can learn to view events as transactions between the person and 
her/his environment.  It is worth quoting him at length:  
It implied that the meaning we bring to the transaction, the way we see it and hold it in 
awareness, our perspective as a whole, can determine whether a situation is labeled as 
stressful or not.  If you appraise or interpret an event as threatening your well-being, then 
it will be taxing to you.  But if you see it differently, through a different set of lenses, 
then the same event might not be stressful at all for you, or a good deal less stressful, or 
even seen as potentially positive, as something you might actually handle well and grow 
from (p. 293).  
 
I was not my illness.  I was not defined by my illness.  I was not a good or bad person because of 
it.  It was something that happened, and I could fight it, flee from it, challenge it, befriend it, 
ignore it, or tend it. 
 There is something about looking death in the face that changes a person.  I struggled 
with questions of “Why me?  What had I done?” regarding my liver disease.  When Dr. Douglas 
shrugged and said that we might never know, it was both a satisfying and unsatisfying response.  
It was unsatisfying in that I wanted answers.  He was the expert.  He should know everything.  
On the other hand, it was satisfying because he was the expert.  If he did not know, then there 
was a certain comfort in that response.  My treatment would not change, so did knowing a cause 
really matter?  Could I be ok with not knowing?  My sense of self was built around “knowing 
stuff,” the intellect.  I valued experts and my own intelligence.  I valued the rational world.  I 
valued independence and my own stamina.   
 With my liver disease, however, I was thrust into the world of not knowing, and I began 
to think about my own thinking.  Kabat-Zinn (1990/2013) called this process wise attention, 
“bringing the stability, calmness, and clarity of mindfulness to our symptoms and to our 
reactions to them” (p. 356).  I realized how much of my sense of self was based around knowing 
and control.  I had been an intelligent child and rewarded for being smart.  My career had been 
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successful, and I had attained every job I had applied for.  I had experienced health challenges, 
but, in general, I knew what caused them.  Life now had thrown me a curveball or as Calhoun 
and Tedeschi (2013) said, I was “unambiguously aware that life holds the potential for the 
unexpected and uncontrollable” (p. 7).   
 My sense of self was also based on individualism and invincibility.  When I shared on 
Facebook that I was struggling with my liver diagnosis, many of my friends sent encouraging 
notes and comments to me, and a common theme was my strength.  One friend said, “You are 
the strongest woman I know.  I feel sorry for any disease that takes you on.”  Another friend said, 
“I remember 7th/8th grade.  You had to wear that damn brace 24/7!  You handled it with grace 
and great strength.  I’m sure you will do the same with this!”  I had not thought of my scoliosis 
and back brace for years, and I was touched by her memory.  I did not feel very strong at that 
moment and was surprised at how many times the word was used.  I felt vulnerable, so 
vulnerable that I reached out to friends and shared personal information on Facebook, something 
that was also unusual for me.   
 Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) noted this paradox of growth when individuals who had 
experienced posttraumatic growth used the phrase “more vulnerable, yet stronger.”  I felt like I 
was the embodiment of that paradox.  As Hemingway (1929/2017) wrote, “The world breaks 
everyone and afterward many are strong in the broken places” (Chapter XXXIV, section 267).  I 
was diagnosed with an autoimmune condition, yet I felt stronger and healthier than I ever had.  
The year was spiraling out of control with family deaths, illnesses, and job losses, yet I felt in 
control of my emotions and responses.  I had been proud of my independence, yet I found myself 
needing people.  I retained some of my former sense of self, but it was less black and white and 
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more nuanced.  I was less certain of my rightness and more at peace with not knowing.  I was the 
same, but different. 
Changed relationship with others.  During my year of living resiliently, I also found 
that relationships with others in my life changed.  First, Karla and I decided to get married, 
something I never thought I would do.  Second, I surrounded myself with friends and colleagues 
who were restorative.  Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) noted that during crises, relationships are 
tested, and sometimes those relationships are damaged by different ways of coping with the 
trauma.  I did not find that my relationships were damaged; rather, I realized “who my real 
friends were.”  Lastly, not only did I discover a source of empathy within myself for other 
people, but I strengthened my relationship with my mother.   
 My mother is the most resilient person I know.  I would not have said that growing up, 
but now, as I turn 50, I find a deepening appreciation for her.  Perhaps I am just living out the old 
truism—that our parents get smarter as we get older—but as I learned more about the sources of 
my resilience, both environmental and genetic, my mother’s influence became profound.  As I 
briefly mentioned in chapter three, my mother was adopted and later sent to live with my Uncle 
Stanley at 9 years old.  There is much about my mother’s story that I still do not know.  She 
chooses not to talk about it very much, and I honor that choice.  For my research, I focused on 
my reactions to my relationship with my mother and how my relationship with her changed, at 
least in my eyes, during my year of living resiliently, and I share enough of her story for my 
findings to have context. 
 Growing up, my mother referred to herself as “an orphan.”  I did not really know what 
that term meant.  All I knew was that I did not have grandparents on her side of the family.  In 
fact, my mother seemed to emerge from thin air, genealogically speaking.  Occasionally, she 
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made references to living in Florida or being born in New Jersey, but I knew nothing about her 
childhood, at least nothing prior to her living with Uncle Stanley.  Other times, she mentioned 
being “adopted.”  Adoption implied parents, however, and I had never met her parents, nor had 
she talked about them.  
 There were other missing pieces to her background.  My father had a lot of photographs 
of himself as a baby and child.  I saw one blurry picture of my mother as a toddler on what she 
said was a beach in Florida, and a few photos as a teenager at horse camp, but that was the extent 
of her pictorial history.  I knew my father was an only child, but my mother made reference to a 
sister Erika who she had not seen since she was 9 years old.  The reference was always in 
passing and tinged with disdain, not the kind of love I had for my own sister.  Who was this 
sister, I wondered?  And why haven’t I met her?  She’s my aunt.  And where are my other 
grandparents?  Where do I come from? 
 There was a sense growing up that you just did not ask Mom about her childhood.  She 
never said, “Don’t ask me,” or “I don’t want to talk about it.”  I just got a vibe, the way kids do, 
to stay away from that topic.  I knew that “something” happened.  I knew she was born in New 
Jersey, I knew she was adopted by a couple named Bond and Lois Perry, who had a biological 
child named Erika who was about the same age as Mom, and I knew at the age of 9, she went 
(for some reason) to live with Uncle Stanley (Lois’s brother) and his wife Aunt Helen in 
Rochester, New York.  And I knew that soon after Mom left, Bond and Lois divorced.  Beyond 
those bare bones, I knew nothing else.  To a certain degree, I still do not know much more than 
those facts.  Over the years, I have made up stories in my head for what might have “happened,” 
but they are just that—stories.  I suspect I will never know the truth, and I have come to realize 
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that my mother is not defined by her first 9 years.  She is defined, at least in my eyes, by how she 
had overcome what clearly was some kind of childhood trauma.  
 I did not always have the kind of appreciation I do now for my mother, however.  Like 
many mothers and daughters, especially eldest daughters, our relationship has been tense at 
times.  I have always loved my mother, but there have been times I have not particularly liked 
her.  As I tried to carve out my own personality distinct from hers, I actively rebelled against 
anything she liked.  She adored horses growing up; I hated them.  She read the classics like Jane 
Eyre and Little Women; I turned up my nose.  She loved watching British mysteries; I opted for 
horror movies.  I was my own person, and I showed it in my popular culture and lifestyle 
preferences, especially during the teen years.  
 As a young child, I was a mama’s girl.  My father was overseas during the Vietnam War 
in the late 1960s, so it was just me and Mom for many years.  I was born in Portland, Maine, and 
we stayed there for a few months, but, eventually, Mom moved us to East Hampton, where my 
father’s parents lived.  She was 21 years old, newly married with a husband at war, an infant and 
cat in tow, and she rode the train for hours to the farthest point on Long Island.  She moved to a 
place she had never been, lived with in-laws she barely knew, and created a new life with people 
she had not met.  When I marvel at that adventure now, I realize that, of course, she made that 
same transition at 9 years old: strange environment, unknown relatives, new neighbors.   
 I was a mama’s girl because we spent so much time together and because we were very 
much alike.  Some of my first memories of my mother are of us playing cards.  We played 
Honeymoon Whist and Authors.  Authors was similar to Go Fish, but with authors and their 
books.  By the time I was 7 or 8 years old, I knew the major works by Tennyson, Dickens, 
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Longfellow, and others.  My mother was an avid reader, and she passed that love of learning 
down to me early in my life.   
 We also had a ton of animals during those early years.  At its height, the Anderson 
household had four dogs, 13 cats, a miniature catfish, a horse at a nearby stable, and a Shetland 
pony in the backyard.  The joke in the house was we adopted the cat or dog that was left behind 
whenever any “little old lady friend” died.  We were our own animal shelter.  Although she 
never said it aloud, I think my mother knew what it was like to feel unwanted, and she did not 
want any person or animal to feel that same way.  
 My mother was much involved in my life as I grew up.  She was a Girl Scout leader, 
Sunday school teacher, school board member, and volunteer librarian.  She also had her own 
interests.  She was a Democratic election judge, American Legion Auxiliary associate, and town 
zoning board member.  Everyone in Springs knew her, and she carved out a niche for herself.  It 
pains me to say that I realize I was not always very kind to her or interested in her activities.  
Most teenage girls probably want their mothers to fade into the woodwork, and I did, too.  When 
I was not trying to make myself superior by talking about my activities, I was rolling my eyes at 
the activities she chose.  In my eyes, her job was to drive me places and stay out of the way.   
 My friends adored my mother.  She was always open to friends sleeping over, and she 
was always up for a game or activity.  She was a generous host when friends came over, and she 
would usually have a stash of soda and treats somewhere she could bring out at the spur of the 
moment.  It was rare that she would tell us to “go to sleep” or “stop making so much noise.”  She 
was not known as “the cool mom,” because it was apparent she was not lax in her tolerance for 
bad behavior or teenage risk-taking, but my friends and I felt free to be ourselves around her.  
Pete and Heather Anderson were the kinds of parents any friend’s parents felt safe with.  Even 
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now, when I talk to friends who still live in East Hampton, they speak warmly about Mom and 
say things like, “Hey, I saw your mom at the library.  She looks just like she did in high school!  
We had a good chat.  I just love your mom.” 
 At some point in our relationship, however, and I cannot pinpoint the date, our 
interactions became tense.  I became aware of her mood swings and emotional fragility.  When 
we argued, something that became more frequent in my teen years, she was never wrong and 
never apologized.  I felt I had to apologize to keep the peace, regardless of whether the situation 
warranted an apology, but at times she retreated to her bedroom and froze me out nonetheless.  
She rarely spanked me and never hit me, except for the time I called her a bitch as we travelled 
to Rochester one Christmas.   
 Trips to Rochester tended to be edgy.  Mom, who normally was a warm, laid-back 
person, became anxious and cold.  She said things like “Children should be seen and not heard.”  
I was expected to display New England manners and adopt a more formal style of 
communication and conversation.  At times, she seemed not to pay attention to anything I said.  
Dad, Katie, and I became invisible, and when I was visible, my decorum needed to be perfect.  
The atmosphere was thick with tension. 
 After the “bitch” comment, which prompted a swift slap across my face, I remember a 
conversation I had with my grandmother when we returned.  I griped about Mom and ranted 
about how pathetic she was, how we needed to be perfect, how sick I was of her moods, and how 
superior my own emotional state was.  My teenage hypocrisy meter was off the chart, and I was 
full of righteous rage.  My grandmother replied, “You have to learn how to handle your mother.”  
She did not mean this statement to be manipulative; rather, she deconstructed Mom’s 
background in a way that I could understand, imagine, and appreciate. 
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 I do not remember the entire content of that conversation, but I suspected it went 
something like this: “Imagine,” my grandmother said, “feeling unwanted your whole life.  You, 
Krissy, were the only child for nine years, surrounded by people who loved you and wanted you 
and catered to you.  You are very lucky.  Imagine being so unwanted that your parents put you 
up for adoption.  And then, the people who supposedly wanted you and adopted you, gave you 
away AGAIN when you were nine years old.  Wouldn’t you wonder what was wrong with you?  
Wouldn’t you feel like you had to be perfect because if you weren’t perfect you might be 
rejected and given away again?  It might not be fair to have to apologize for something you 
didn’t do at times, and it doesn’t mean you’re not right, but what happened to your mom wasn’t 
fair either, and there are some things more important than being right.” 
 I wish I could say that I had a revelation that day in the car and that my relationship with 
my mother turned a corner, but it did not; yet, I retained the essence of my grandmother’s 
message.  Periodically, I remembered my grandmother’s words and tried to put myself in Mom’s 
shoes.  She tried to instill some empathy in me, but I was too young and did not have the life 
experience to truly understand.  Intellectually, I grasped it, but I still did not understand why 
Mom could not “just get over it.”  After all, she had a good life now.  She was married, had two 
kids, had friends and activities.  Surely, the past was the past.  What I did not grasp until 
researching resilience was that trauma’s effects lasted a lifetime (van der Kolk, 2014).  I also did 
not comprehend but was later fascinated to learn that trauma could be passed down 
intergenerationally (Yehuda & Bierer, 2009).   
 When I researched the sources of my resilience, I naturally gravitated to the nurture side 
of the nature/nurture divide.  Although I recognized that I was a genetic and biological 
combination of my father and mother, I assumed nature more likely manifested itself medically.  
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I was aware of certain medical ailments that I had to watch for, given my family history, but it 
never occurred to me that psychological proclivities also could be passed down genetically.  I 
knew that mental illness could run in families, but I imagined that resilience (or its opposite) was 
mine alone.  Of course, that assumption reflected the privilege I continued to afford the mind 
over the body or spirit.  If I (or Mom) were just strong enough, I could conquer stress. 
 During my year of living resiliently, I listened to a podcast of On Being with Dr. Yehuda 
(2015) of Mount Sinai School of Medicine on one of my daily walks.  In the episode, titled, 
“How Trauma and Resilience Cross Generations,” she detailed her research into neuroscience 
and epigenetics.  That podcast launched my interest into the neurological side of stress and 
resilience, and, months later, provided some revelations regarding my mother’s influence.  
Yehuda and Bierer (2009) found that individual differences in trauma response could contain a 
genetic component in addition to environmental factors, and that these genetic “expressions” 
could be passed down generationally.    
 Earlier in her research, Yehuda (1998, 2005) discovered that children and grandchildren 
of Holocaust survivors were more likely to manifest symptoms of PTSD when faced with a 
traumatic event than the general population, and that this risk was specifically passed down 
through the mother’s stress hormones.  She found a similar vulnerability to PTSD among 
children of pregnant women who were present in the World Trade Center bombing in 2001, 
although, interestingly, this vulnerability was only pronounced for those children exposed during 
the third trimester of pregnancy.  In both populations, Yehuda found lower levels of the stress 
hormone cortisol among the mothers, a hormone that tells the body when a stressor has passed.  
Low levels of cortisol, as a result, left the mothers in a constant state of alert. 




Bierer (2009) explained:  
 
An epigenetic modification refers to a change in the DNA produced by an environmental 
perturbation that alters the function, but not the structure, of a gene.  Epigenetic changes 
are stable and long lasting, and can, in some cases, be transmitted intergenerationally 
(Meaney & Szyf, 2005).  Epigenetic modifications that alter gene expression explain how 
environmental exposures produce transformational change.  When this change occurs 
during a critical developmental window, it may serve to recalibrate biological systems to 
influence the response to a subsequent traumatic exposure.  (p. 428)   
 
Although genes explained a lot of our individual biology, they were not fixed.  Genes were not 
destiny.  A particular outcome was not guaranteed; rather, “life events can trigger biochemical 
messages that turn them on or off” (van der Kolk, 2014, p. 154).  When combined with 
environmental factors, however, genetic influences could explain why some people reacted 
differently to trauma.   
 I thought about my mother’s childhood trauma as I investigated how I grew from stress.  
I had no idea whether my mother experienced any PTSD symptoms, but that was really beside 
the point.  I was interested in the larger question of why I was growing in the face of trauma.  
Without question, my mother suffered some unimaginable circumstances, but she broke the 
cycle.  Uncle Stanley and Aunt Helen provided her with a solid source of support when she 
moved to their house.  My father and his family did the same when she moved to Long Island.  
In turn, she provided me with love and stability.  Yehuda and Bierer (2009) found genetic factors 
for PTSD risk, but they also posited that genetics could play a part in its flip side—resilience.  
Van der Kolk (2014) reinforced that “safe and protective early relationships are critical to protect 
children from long-term problems.  Even parents with their own genetic vulnerabilities can pass 
on that protection to the next generation provided that they are given the right support” (pp. 156-
157).  Did my mother pass down to me a genetic tendency for resilience?  Did she transmit a 
psychological vulnerability but that vulnerability was mitigated by the social support we 
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received?  Was there, in fact, no genetic connection at all to my resilience?  Without in-depth 
biochemical and genetic testing, I will never know the answers to those questions, but the very 
act of questioning and examining her background opened a space for empathy and changed our 
relationship. 
 During my year of living resiliently, my mother had her own stressors.  Not only was she 
concerned about my well-being, but she worried about our family.  My sister Katie’s health was 
dicey with an ulcerative colitis flare, my father had a pacemaker implanted, and my Uncle 
Stanley’s health declined.  I watched my robust mother grow increasingly anxious, and one 
morning she eventually landed in the emergency department of her local hospital.  As my sister 
explained her situation on the phone, I recognized the panic, the anxiety, and the uncontrolled 
shaking as symptoms I had experienced, and I shared those thoughts with Katie.  Katie 
encouraged me to talk with Mom in a few days, knowing the success I had enjoyed with 
meditation and medication.  She suggested that Mom might be open to hearing my experiences. 
 I did not look forward to talking with my mother about such vulnerable issues.  For a 
couple decades, our conversations tended to be superficial, with the occasional glimpse of depth, 
but one of us quickly retreated if the topic became too emotional.  We talked at length about 
books or British mysteries or town gossip, but not about anything personal, certainly not about 
feelings.  I had shut her out of the most sensitive issues in my life, and I was not sure why.  There 
had been no specific cause or incident that precipitated a conflict; rather, I gradually had become 
private…critical…judgmental.  I reserved my most intimate communication for my partner and 




 Surprisingly, I found my mother to be open to my experience.  She asked questions about 
meditation and the medication I used for anxiety.  She shared some of her fears and feelings of 
inadequacy for “needing” help, and I quickly recognized my own words coming out of her 
mouth.  For a time, our roles reversed, and I was the comforter, the expert, the listener.  Calhoun 
and Tedeschi (2013) noted that individuals who experienced posttraumatic growth often felt 
greater freedom to express themselves emotionally to those individuals they trusted.  I certainly 
trusted my mother, and I slowly took the risk to open up to her.  In turn, she opened up to me.  In 
the process, I discovered in my mother a rich source of strength and an appreciation for her 
wisdom. 
 Not only did I grow increasingly comfortable talking about my emotions to Mom; I let 
her see my insecurities.  Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) found that “this greater freedom to 
express oneself is not uncommon.  There can be a greater sense of allowing oneself to let others 
see the feelings and emotions” (p. 9).  I had not shown Mom much emotional range for quite a 
few years.  In talking about my job loss and my liver disease, I allowed myself to show the rage, 
the fear, and the newfound confidence and healing I experienced.   
 Unexpectedly, my mother took my advice.  She listened to the meditation video from my 
teacher and loved it.  She told me that she listened to it every night, sometimes twice, and it 
helped her sleep.  She became, in fact, more diligent than I was in incorporating meditation into 
her wellness routine.  I was surprised because I did not expect her to be open to meditation.  I 
had anticipated a reaction like mine would have been twenty years earlier.  Before my year of 
living resiliently, I would have rolled my eyes, sucked my teeth, and sighed heavily at the 
mention of something as “woo-woo” as meditation.  As Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) 
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discovered, however, openness to new avenues of spirituality was a common element to 
posttraumatic growth, and my spiritual world had opened in ways I had not anticipated.   
 Meditation, of course, was not “woo-woo,” nor was it exactly spiritual; rather, it was a 
proven mind/body technique for healing (Kabat-Zinn, 1990/2013; McGonigle, 2015; van der 
Kolk, 2014).  But embracing meditation and integrating it into our lives was an unexpected 
departure for both me and my mother.  A friend of mine remarked, “Yes, Kris is walking two 
miles a day and meditating.  Who is she?!”  Similarly, my sister said, “Mom forwarded the 
meditation video to all of her fellow volunteers at the library.  She’s a convert!”  I cannot speak 
to any feeling of growth that Mom might have felt during that year, but I know that sharing my 
experience with something as simple as meditation, deepened and strengthened my relationship 
with her.  
 In addition to talking about meditation, I encouraged Mom to investigate short-term 
medication to ease her anxiety symptoms.  I had taken Xanax during my year of living 
resiliently, and it proved effective in alleviating anxiety for me.  However, like me, Mom was 
reluctant to take something for a condition she thought she should just “get over.”  She was 
frustrated that anxiety was unpredictable and was self-critical that she “needed” medication.  
Intellectually, she knew that stress could cause changes to brain chemistry, and she was not 
critical of my need for medication, but she was annoyed with herself, nonetheless.  I decided it 
was time to tell her about my one and only panic attack to try to put a human face on the real 
nature of anxiety. 
Panic at Disney 
 Walt Disney World seemed the most unlikely place to have a panic attack, but it 
happened to me.  My liver condition had been diagnosed about six weeks earlier, and I was on 
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high doses of steroids, but my liver had responded well to therapy, and my gastroenterologist Dr. 
Douglas gave me the green light to go on vacation.  In the improbable event I did not feel well, 
there were plenty of fine hospitals in Orlando.  I was perfectly safe, and I was at the Happiest 
Place on Earth.   
 I did not feel safe, however.  As van der Kolk (2014) described, I was afraid of being 
afraid:  
Traumatized people chronically feel unsafe inside their bodies.  We now know that panic 
symptoms are maintained largely because the individual develops a fear of the bodily 
sensations associated with panic attacks.  The attack may be triggered by something he or 
she knows is irrational, but fear of the sensations keeps them escalating. (pp. 98-99) 
 
My doctor had approved my travel, my health was fine, Karla was with me, and I was in no 
imminent danger.  There was no reason why I should have been anxious, but I was.  My memory 
of the evening is fuzzy, but I remember I was reading or watching TV after dinner in our room.  I 
started to feel the “creepy crawlies” of tingling on my skin and beads of sweat along my hairline.  
I fidgeted.  My mind raced.  I told Karla that I did not feel so well, but I could not put my finger 
on the problem.  Maybe I was getting a migraine.  The steroids made me “amped up,” so maybe I 
was just feeling them.  I tried a couple deep breaths, but I was afraid.  What if something was 
really wrong? 
 My anxiety grew, and my thoughts turned to panic.  Should I call the hospital?  What if I 
had to go to the hospital?  Should I call a cab?  Ambulance?  Is our vacation over?  Am I dying?  
Disney had doctors that came to guests’ hotel room.  Should I call them?  How much do they 
cost?  Is my liver failing?  Am I turning yellow?  Maybe I should go to the bathroom and see if 
I’m jaundiced.  Are my eyes white?  Why am I shaking?  I’m freezing.  Maybe we should go 
home.  Are there flights tonight?  What happens when someone dies at Disney? 
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 The thoughts above may sound absurd, but such ideas raced through my mind.  Kabat-
Zinn (1990/2013) described my symptoms when he wrote, “You can think you are having a heart 
attack.  There may be feelings of unreality, and you may also think that you are dying or going 
crazy. . . . It is apparent that something is very wrong” (pp. 433-434).  I did not talk or cry, but I 
shook uncontrollably.  Karla gave me a Xanax, and I crawled into bed with her, laying my head 
on her shoulder and holding her tight.  I was scared, and I felt very small, lost, and away from 
home.  In 20 minutes, the panic passed, and I have not had that sensation since that time. 
 I did not immediately know what to make of the incident.  Karla said, “You had a panic 
attack.  You’re fine; you’re safe.”  I felt both fascinated and stupid.  I had never had a panic 
attack, so I was fascinated by the sensations.  It felt awful, like I was dying.  I was mesmerized 
that I could feel that bad, yet have nothing physically wrong with me, wrong as in a virus, 
bacteria, or some other “real” ailment.  I kept repeating, “But it felt so real!”   
I also felt stupid and weak for needing help.  There was nothing really wrong with me.  
The imbalance was in my brain, which, for me, meant that the sickness was not real.  I was afraid 
of being afraid, and I spiraled out of control.  Karla, however, provided the ideal support for me 
at that moment (van der Kolk, 2014).  She physically reassured me and held me tight.  She talked 
to me in soothing tones and validated my experience without attempting to fix me.  Lastly, she 
helped me reconstruct a narrative of my experience and reframe our Disney vacation.   
But back to my mother.  Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) suggested that the experience of 
trauma can deepen relationships with certain individuals.  When I shared the story of my panic 
attack with my mother, I trusted her to fully see me—at my most raw and vulnerable and human.  
I recognized her as someone who possibly had suffered the same condition, and I felt my 
compassion expand in a way it had not previously.  I tried to model Karla’s example of not 
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fixing her; rather, I allowed her to share whatever elements of her story she wished to tell.  I did 
not judge her, which was a new behavior for me, and, as a result, I discovered how truly 
nonjudgmental she was.   
Two years later, I am still struck by how resilient my mother is.  From enduring 
childhood trauma, to moving to a new home alone, to moving again to Long Island alone with a 
newborn, to crafting a rich life with loved ones and friends, she has continued to amaze me with 
her kindness, wisdom, and strength.  She is a young soul and a romantic at heart with a deep well 
of compassion and empathy.  Researching the source of my resilience led me through a variety 
of winding paths, but no insight was more humbling or enlightening than appreciating my 
mother’s profound influence and the way our relationship changed during and after my year of 
living resiliently.   
Karla and Piglet at the Healing Place 
 After my panic attack at Walt Disney World in late January of 2015, Karla and I 
reframed our vacation.  During that week in Florida, we strengthened our relationship and made 
the decision to marry.  Personally, I reconnected with my body and discovered my spirit animal.  
As I researched the source of my resilience during that year and investigated what it felt like to 
grow from stress, I recognized this week in Florida as a turning point.  During that week, I began 
the process of changing my self-narrative: from weak to strong; sick to well; single to married; 
victim to fighter.  I finally grasped the mind/body reality . . . in the place of ultimate make-
believe. 
 When we left for Florida, my liver condition was not yet in remission.  I was only 2 
months removed from the Thanksgiving Day trip to the Hudson emergency department, and I 
was convinced my test results were good only because I had been taking heavy doses of 
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Prednisone.  I thought that at any moment my immune system might decide to rebel and attack 
my liver again.  I tolerated the steroids fairly well.  My only side effects seemed to be hand 
tremors, nearsightedness, slightly raw emotions, and an insatiable appetite for sweets.  On the 
plus side, my migraines disappeared as did the routine aches and pains from middle age.  I had 
more anxiety, but I was not sure whether to blame the steroids or the health crisis.  I felt well 
physically, but, emotionally, I was still edgy, scared, and restless.   
 Nonetheless, we decided to keep our Walt Disney World vacation as scheduled.  Karla 
and I had been to Disney World several times, and it always provided a respite from the 
Wisconsin winters.  We loved the feeling of being innocent, and the sheer fun Disney provided.  
Friends often looked at us quizzically when we said we went yearly, until we described the great 
restaurants, the golf courses, the recreation, and the freedom we enjoyed.  Yes, it was crowded at 
times, and there were children always running around (it’s Disney!) but we had been there so 
often that we knew the insider tips and had our own rhythm that fit our needs.   
 Usually, we spent a fair amount of time in the theme parks during our vacations, and we 
loved the rides: Pirates of the Caribbean, the Haunted Mansion, and, yes, It’s a Small World.  
Sometimes, I even popped a Dramamine and went on the more adventurous roller coasters.  This 
year, however, I was shocked to discover that I could not do the rides.  Our tradition was to go to 
the Magic Kingdom on our first day and just ease into our vacation by wandering around and 
going on a ride or two.  But I couldn’t do it.  We went on Pirates of the Caribbean, one of my 
favorites, a tame ride, and afterwards, I needed to sit down.  I was dizzy, slightly nauseated, and 




 I thought, “No one cries at Disney!  At least, no adult.”  But everything was too much.  
The crowds, the noise, the movement.  It was all too close, too sensory.  I felt dissociated from 
my body.  As van der Kolk (2014) wrote, “Trauma produces actual physiological changes . . . 
alterations in the system that filters relevant information from irrelevant.  We now know that 
trauma compromises the brain area that communicates the physical, embodied feeling of being 
alive” (pp. 2-3).  My body went on the Pirates of the Caribbean ride, but my mind was back in 
Wisconsin, worried about my health.  All I wanted to do was go home and crawl into bed.  I was 
so disappointed.  Our vacation was ruined, and it was my fault. 
 Karla bought me a Coke, and we sat on the bench.  I do not know if part of Karla’s 
medical training included working with trauma victims or whether she just intuitively grasped 
what I needed, but she helped me (and us) reframe the rest of our vacation.  She reminded me 
that I was safe and that we were at Walt Disney World and how lucky we were.  It did not matter 
whether we went on rides because we were together, and if we sat on this bench for seven days, 
well, that would be a great vacation.  Vacation meant not having to do anything.  No one would 
know or even care how we spent our days and nights.  She reassured me that she was not 
disappointed with me; how could she be disappointed with someone so brave?  (Brave??  Did 
she say brave?  Yeah, right!).   
Eventually, she coaxed me to return to the hotel, and we spent the rest of the afternoon on 
our balcony.  Luckily, we had a southern exposure, and our balcony was splashed with sunlight 
beginning around 11:00 each day.  We agreed that we would play our days by ear.  We had some 
reservations for dinner lined up, and, depending on how I felt, we could keep them or cancel 
them, but we would focus our vacation on rest instead of activity.  We would read, eat well, take 
walks, talk, luxuriate in the sun, and sleep. 
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At first, I thought this was a monumental waste of money.  We could have done all of 
those things at home and saved thousands of dollars.  A Disney vacation was not inexpensive, 
and we should get our money’s worth, and getting our money’s worth meant being busy, doing 
things.  But I acknowledged that I could not do the things I normally would have on a Disney 
vacation.  I needed to reframe the goal of vacation during this stage of my life, a time when I 
needed to stop “the headlong momentum of all the doing, giving [my]self some time to dwell in 
deep relaxation and well-being and to remember who [I am]” (Kabat-Zinn, 1990/2013, P. 55).  In 
essence, I needed to be mindful. 
Kabat-Zinn (1990/2013) wrote, “Moments of mindfulness are moments of peace and 
stillness, even in the midst of activity” (p. 55).  At the time of our Disney trip, I was not yet 
practicing meditation, nor had I engaged a personal counselor as part of my care team; however, 
in retrospect, I intuitively knew, with Karla’s prodding, of course, what I needed to do to heal.  I 
had thought I required activity, to get away from it all.  In truth, when I finally stopped moving, I 
realized I needed to immerse myself in myself and get closer to me.  I needed to “be where I 
already was” and to focus on being instead of doing.  My reaction after Pirates of the Caribbean 
and my panic attack were signals to stop.  Listen.  Be.   
Our days became more relaxed.  We were graced with beautiful weather, not always a 
guarantee in January, so our days were flexible.  Often, we slept in and enjoyed a leisurely, big 
breakfast.  After nursing a second cup of coffee on our balcony, we went for a walk.  There was 
a lovely, paved trail that linked our resort (Wilderness Lodge) with Fort Wilderness, half a mile 
down the road.  We saw deer and birds as we walked our loop each morning.  During the 
afternoon, we sometimes read a book on the balcony or on the beach, digging our toes into the 
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warm sand.  Other times, we went to the Magic Kingdom or Animal Kingdom and just enjoyed 
the scenery.  In the evening, we splurged on fancy dinners and retired early.   
When I look back on that week, I remember warmth, both physical and emotional.  The 
Florida sun was warm, not hot, and I felt bathed in it, surrounded by it.  When I sat on our 
balcony, I felt like I was healing from the inside out.  When we walked along our trail, I sensed 
my endurance improving.  I had arrived in Florida feeling anxious, wan, fragmented, and tired.  I 
left nourished, rejuvenated, rosy-cheeked, and whole.  More heartache was to come, later in the 
year, that would test my resilience, but Florida prepared me in a way I had not expected.  By 
focusing on my primary physical needs—sleep, exercise, good food, and relaxation—I 
discovered my emotional stamina.   
Van der Kolk (2014) described three therapy avenues for healing from trauma: the 
intellectual or talk therapy; the medical or drug therapy; and the physical or body therapy.  Most 
of us require a combination of therapies, depending on the type of trauma, and I myself used all 
three avenues during my year of living resiliently.  My Florida vacation made my physical 
healing and its impact on my emotions (and vice versa) real.  Until my liver illness, I took my 
physical health for granted, and I never considered, at least not in any mature, serious way, the 
implications of divorcing mind from body, emotional health from physical health.  Conversely, I 
did not appreciate the degree to which emotional trauma can manifest itself physically.   
When I focused on my physical health at Disney, I unwittingly engaged in the third 
avenue of healing van der Kolk (2014) detailed.  This therapy allowed “the body to have 
experiences that deeply and viscerally contradict the helplessness, rage, or collapse that result 
from trauma” (p. 3).  Until I felt myself healing from the inside out, until I felt my core nurtured 
by the warm Florida sun, I did not realize how dissociated I was from my body.  I experienced 
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the helplessness, confusion, anger, and grief that came with a chronic disease diagnosis.  My 
body had betrayed me, for no rational reason, through no fault of my own, and I did not trust it; 
hence, the vertigo and panic.  When I paid attention to my body and listened to its needs, I 
started on the path to becoming whole.  
In addition to physical warmth, I enjoyed emotional warmth during our Florida vacation.  
Karla had been a solid, supportive spouse during our time together, but we became closer during 
my year of living resiliently, and specifically during this vacation week.  Calhoun and Tedeschi 
(2013) noted the advantage of having supportive others during trauma recovery, especially those 
individuals “who maintain support for as long as it is requested or needed” (p. 18).  One would 
expect one’s spouse to be supportive, but often family is so close to the situation, that they try to 
fix the individual or rush their grief process in an effort to be helpful.  Karla truly did provide 
support for as long as it was requested or needed, and, as a result, our relationship was 
strengthened. 
Karla was dealing with her own stressors during our Florida week.  Her mother had died 
9 months prior to our trip, and she had been laid off from her clinic administration position after 
an organizational restructuring.  I knew she was concerned about my health, which compounded 
the stress for her.  Nonetheless, she was unflappable.  After my panic attack, as we sat in bed 
decompressing, my head on her shoulder, she reassured me that we were in this together.  She 
reminded me that the anxiety I experienced was normal, given the stress of what I had endured, 
and that there was no shame in taking medication for that anxiety.  In fact, admitting I needed 
help was a sign of strength.  I did not think I was strong during that time, but Karla helped me 
see the intuitive wisdom that was growing within me.   
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I cannot remember whether we decided to marry the evening of my panic attack or 
another night during that week.  The decision was not a grand, romantic event; rather, it was an 
evolution, a natural outcome of our relationship’s progression.  Same-sex marriage had been 
legal in Wisconsin only since October 2014 (Wolf v. Walker, 2014), and we were aware a U.S. 
Supreme Court case was pending with a decision expected in the summer of 2015.  We knew a 
few friends who had married, but marriage was not something I had considered.  I loved Karla, 
but, to me, marriage smacked of the ultimate sell-out.  I hated its historic roots—women as 
property—and enjoyed my status as a marginal person who was able to comment on society 
from the sidelines, so when marriage became an option for us, we were not among the first 
couples to race to the county courthouse. 
Trauma, however, transformed my perspective.  As Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) 
observed, individuals who grew from stress reported a changed sense of self, changed 
relationships with other people in their lives, and a changed philosophy of life.  Faced with 
family deaths and my own life-threatening illness, philosophical purity was not as important to 
me as personal security and a stable, loving relationship.  Although we had all the legal 
documents necessary to ensure our health and financial decisions remained ours and not 
someone else’s, marriage was more of a guarantee.  If something happened to either one of us, 
the other partner was protected.  Our assets, physical and financial, were safe.   
Additionally, I loved Karla, and although I did not need marriage to prove my love, 
marriage was now an option for us.  I never thought marriage would be possible for couples like 
us, and a part of me liked the freedom that being gay afforded.  After a life crisis like the one I 
experienced, however, freedom felt risky.  Maybe I acquiesced to marry during a weak moment, 
but I rather thought I found a deeper, richer relationship with Karla as a result of that year 
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(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013).  Celebrating our relationship’s strength and rewarding ourselves 
with marriage seemed a natural next step, and we left Disney World with plans to wed sometime 
during the next month.  
In addition to the warmth of marriage, I found healing in the Disney characters.  Karla 
repeatedly reinforced my strength and bravery during our vacation and during my illness.  
Frankly, I did not feel brave.  In fact, I felt small, scared, and alone.  I felt like A.A. Milne’s 
(1926/2005) character Piglet, who said, “It is very hard to be brave, when you're only a Very 
Small Animal" (p. 94).  I always felt a kinship with Piglet.  In terms of self-concept, I was much 
more like Piglet than the other characters.  I was not as extroverted as Tigger, not as depressed as 
Eeyore, and not as oblivious and laid-back as Pooh.  I could be judgmental like Rabbit, but it was 
to Piglet that I gravitated.   
I was not enamored with Milne’s characters as a child, preferring to align myself directly 
with Mickey Mouse himself.  As an adult, however, and as an adult who felt like a Very Small 
Animal in a very big, scary world, I discovered new resonance in Piglet.  It probably sounds 
absurd to a reader, but one need only see the adult tears to understand the deep feeling that Walt 
Disney World evokes in some people.  For me, acknowledging the scared child within myself 
and reframing Piglet’s character for the adult world, was an important step to becoming whole 
and healthy.   
There was certainly a degree of childhood innocence that I longed for during that Disney 
trip, and the characters I loved—Mickey, Piglet, Marie from The Aristocats—provided levity 
during a stressful time.  I was also not ignorant to the corporate hegemony and popular culture 
dynamics that challenge any thinking Disney Fan (Giroux, 2010).  I found myself between that 
tension of innocence and cynicism, ignorance and intellect, mind and body.  In this instance, my 
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heart won out over my head.  Soon enough, I would be back in the real world, and I needed some 
escapism, some fantasy to counter the bleak time I had just endured. 
Piglet was an interesting character to consider, and I wondered why I gravitated to him.  
Why was he the character who made me cry when I hugged him at the Disney character 
breakfasts (feeling a bit absurd)?  Hoff (1992) suggested that Piglet possessed great virtue or 
power, due in part because he was small, but more so because he possessed a great heart.  
Although he was the smallest of his Hundred Acre Wood (Milne, 1926/2005) friends, he was 
very brave and often surprised himself at how brave he was.  When his friends were in trouble, 
Piglet often conquered his fears and saved the day.  When Karla called me brave that day in the 
Magic Kingdom, I did not feel brave.  I felt like Piglet.  Our friends, however, can often see 
things in us that we cannot see ourselves. 
When I was first diagnosed with my autoimmune hepatitis, and I shared that information 
with friends on Facebook, I was stunned at how many of them rallied around me and called me 
strong, brave, and resilient.  Those qualities were not part of my self-narrative at the time, and I 
mused to Karla that I felt more like Piglet than Tigger who seemed to glide through life with no 
worries.  I was a worrier.  I catastrophized.  Karla, far more of a Pooh Bear than any other 
character, said “Yes, but Piglet is very smart, very kind, and very brave.  Just like you.”  I had 
only thought of Piglet in the one dimension of the Very Small Animal.  When I remembered the 
Milne stories and the Disney cartoons, I realized she was right.  If Piglet’s friends saw him in his 
multidimensionality, then maybe my friends, too, saw characteristics in me that I did not realize I 
possessed. 
At that moment, I started to reframe my self-narrative.  The reframing was not a light 
switch.  It was not an off/on, immediate transformation.  It was a process.  It took time.  My 
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assumptive world (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995) had been shaken, and my self had to be rebuilt.  
Finding inspiration in literature, in this case Milne (1926/2005), was a natural coping mechanism 
for me.  When Karla gave me a Piglet trading pin, I knew I had found my spirit animal, or what I 
now called my “spirit pig.”  Back home, after our trip, I wore my pin (brought Piglet along, 
metaphorically) whenever I had blood tests.  He was a reminder, as Christopher Robin told Pooh, 
that “You are braver than you believe, stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think” 
(Geurs & Shay, 1997).  
Conclusion 
 When I investigated the source of my resilience and what it felt like to grow from stress, I 
expected the bulk of my findings to revolve around my family background and how my 
intellectual upbringing prepared me to be (or not be) resilient.  As I mined personal stories, 
interrogated the critical episodes during my year of living resiliently, and engaged relevant 
literature, I discovered that it was impossible to separate my mind from my body.  Stories that 
appeared at first only to revolve around my mind (my layoff, for example) revealed, upon further 
reflection, secondary and tertiary layers related to body and spirit.  My layoff experience, to 
continue the example, was significant and distinct because it happened after my liver crisis and 
led, ultimately, to a revision of my philosophy of life, discussed in the next chapter. 
 My liver crisis, the central story to Chapter 4, was more than a story just about a diseased 
bodily organ.  Embedded within that story were assumptions I made about the primacy of mind 
over body.  I privileged the mind in a way that discounted my body, discounted empathy, and 
discounted holistic healing.  When my body threatened to stop functioning, I finally paid 
attention and learned a more complex, healthy, and nuanced view of my resilience, a view that 
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incorporated mind and body instead of mind over body.  I also found myself questioning my 
very existence.    
115 
 
Chapter 5: Spirit 
Doubt is not the opposite of faith; it is one element of faith. 
~Paul Tillich 
 
 I have never been a faithful person, certainly not faithful in the sense of believing the 
mainstream Christianity in which I grew up.  I always have doubted.  In fact, I have more than 
doubted; I have rebelled.  Doubt is a word that seems too hesitant, too mannerly for what I have 
felt regarding matters of the spirit.  I have been downright obnoxious and hostile with the entire 
topic of faith.  I have enjoyed studying religions and religious history, but mostly from the 
perspective of curiosity, as if religion were an oddity.  I wondered, “How could people actually 
believe that?  How odd.”   
 At the same time, I was hesitant to label myself an atheist.  My opinions were negative 
and absolute, but I did not want people to think poorly of me, and the term “atheist” seemed to 
carry with it a lot of baggage.  Conversely, the terms “agnostic” and “secular humanist” 
connoted nothing to me.  They were labels that were empty of meaning, cop-outs.  In reality, I 
did not believe in nothing; I just did not believe in any of the religious or spiritual somethings to 
which I had been exposed.   
 I have lived my life, therefore, as a seeker.  The work seek is from the Old English word 
secan, meaning "to go in search of; to try and discover” (“Seek,” n.d.).  I liked the active nature 
of the word.  To seek did not require a set of beliefs or adherence to any specific doctrine.  I was 
free to have a love/hate relationship with God/gods/religion.  I had yearned for meaning yet had 
wrestled and rebelled against the meanings offered to me thus far in my life.  I was certain that 
life had no inherent meaning beyond that which we make up ourselves, but I still felt unsatisfied 
spiritually.   
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 During my year of living resiliently, my spiritual world cracked open.  Tedeschi and 
Calhoun (2004) suggested that survivors of trauma often reevaluated their spiritual beliefs.  
Some individuals strengthened their faith, and some individuals had their faith shaken and 
undermined.  Still other individuals, myself included, found themselves newly and profoundly 
engaged with questions of existence and meaning.  As I researched the source of my resilience 
and sought to study and describe what it felt like to grow from stress, I learned that, unlike for 
some individuals, spiritual beliefs were not a comfort to me.  I had no firm foundation from 
which to draw strength during a crisis.   
My struggle, however, precipitated spiritual growth and was the sphere in which I 
changed the most.  My process of embracing mystery, of moving from certainty to doubt, 
became a source of great strength and acceptance.  In the previous chapters I explored my year of 
living resiliently through the lenses of psychology and mind/body science, especially as they 
related to my job layoff and liver crisis.  In this chapter I seek to describe my transformation by 
examining how I experienced resilience through the themes of my spirituality.  I trace my 
religious upbringing throughout my childhood and young adulthood.  I detail my spiritual 
development and interior landscape, culminating in the existential cataclysm I faced during my 
year of living resiliently.  I engage literature around posttraumatic growth theory, religious 
ethics, and Christian Existentialism.  Lastly, I try to provide an honest, vulnerable, personal 
narrative with relevant stories to answer the question of how it feels to face the reality of our 
non-being (Tillich, 1952/2014) and to grow from stress. 
Reckoning with Death 
 The existential psychotherapist Yalom (1980) wrote, “Although the physicality of death 
destroys man, the idea of death saves him” (p. 30).  When Karla’s mother Jane died in April 
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2014, I could not anticipate that within the next 12 months I would lose my job and grapple with 
my own mortality.  Jane’s death, her bear visions, and the way in which events lined up perfectly 
immediately after her death were harbingers, portents that poked and prodded my shell of 
certainty.  One might have said that God was sending me a message.  Maybe She was.   
 Following Jane’s death, Karla and I handled all the minutiae that came with a small 
family.  We cleaned out her apartment, settled her estate, and made burial arrangements.  On the 
surface, none of those details was particularly noteworthy.  Anyone who has dealt with a family 
death would recognize them.  Two points struck me, however: people’s compassion and the 
coincidence around “the dress.”  Karla and I still talk about the dress incident, and it was a 
phenomenon, along with every other moment in Jane’s journey, that made me ponder death’s 
larger meaning. 
 “The dress,” as we called it, referred to the wedding dress that belonged to Violet Hilton, 
one of the Hilton sisters.  Violet and Daisy Hilton were conjoined twins who were famous during 
the vaudeville era.  Originally from England, they emigrated to the United States and made a 
career singing and dancing during the 1920s and 1930s.  Their story was the inspiration for the 
musical Sideshow that played on Broadway in the 1990s.  The wedding was held during the 
Texas Commemorative Celebration in 1936 but was quickly annulled after the groom admitted 
to doing it for the publicity (Jensen, 2006). 
 How this wedding dress ended up in the closet of Jane Peterson from Minnesota was an 
interesting family story, but more pertinent to my research was the fate of the dress after her 
death.  In brief, Jane’s mother Grace was a nurse who worked for the Leamington Hotel in 
downtown Minneapolis during the 1930s.  According to Karla, Grace was known for her 
discretion and compassion.  As a result, Grace was tapped to help Daisy deliver her child while 
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on tour.  Given the potential scandal (Daisy was unmarried and a “Siamese twin/freak”), this 
delivery was done in secret, and the child was immediately adopted.  While Grace tended to 
Daisy’s recovery over the next few days, she and the twins became friends.  Because Grace was 
a recent widow, Daisy and Violet wanted to meet Grace’s two young daughters, so Jane and her 
sister June found themselves chatting to the two stars and playing with some of their clothes, 
including the wedding dress.  Right before they left the Twin Cities, Violet gave her wedding 
dress to Grace, along with a few other gifts for her daughters, as a thank you. 
 When Karla first told me this story, I did not believe her.  As a Broadway fan, I knew the 
musical Sideshow, and I had vaguely heard of the Hilton sisters.  After Jane’s death, when I saw 
the dress (and its side panel sewed in to accommodate the conjoined twin) and correspondence 
between Grace and the twins, it dawned on me that this artifact was a piece of Americana as well 
as family lore.  We wondered what we should do with it.  When our relatives die, we want to 
hold on to a piece of them, so I asked Karla if the dress held any special meaning for her.  
 Although Karla did not feel strongly about her need to retain the dress, she knew that it 
held strong interest in certain circles.  We pondered our options: keep the dress in our closet; sell 
the dress; or give the dress to a museum, which was Jane’s preference.  We did not know where 
to start.  If we sold the dress, how would we know its worth, and how could we ensure the buyer 
was not creepy?  If we donated the dress to a museum, what kind of museum would even want it, 
and how could we ensure it would be displayed respectfully?  Karla’s grandmother was enlisted 
to help Daisy and Violet because she was respectful and compassionate.  Karla did not want her 
mother’s or grandmother’s memory to be part of a voyeuristic exhibit. 
 Karla contacted the Minnesota History Museum for advice, and although the exhibitors 
did not express an interest in the dress, they referred her to the Hennepin County History 
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Museum.  Here’s where the story became fateful.  Not only was the museum keenly interested in 
the dress; it was preparing an exhibit on historic Minnesota wedding dresses.  Although Violet’s 
wedding did not take place in Minnesota, her story and its overlap in Minneapolis were 
compelling.  The signed photograph from the twins to Karla’s grandmother Grace added to the 
story’s veracity and dress’s provenance.  Coincidentally, we also learned that the Kennedy 
Center in Washington, DC, was planning to stage a revival of Sideshow in June, and the museum 
anticipated additional interest in the Hilton story.  (The revival played in DC and later on 
Broadway and closed in January 2015).  The exhibit launched in just a few days, but the museum 
committed to making the dress the centerpiece of their show.   
 Indeed, when the wedding dress exhibit opened, Violet’s dress was prominently 
displayed at the entrance, and several museum board members made a point to tell Karla how 
excited and grateful they were for her donation.  One board member said, “We’re still 
recovering.”  They listened with eager ears to hear Karla tell her grandmother’s story.  Since that 
time, we have seen the museum highlight the dress in a few other events, and we knew Jane 
would have been pleased to know that the dress landed in a good home, only a few blocks from 
where she first saw it and played with it as a child.   
 In addition to the dress’s fateful and uncanny journey, the other compelling circumstance 
around Jane’s death was the compassion of individuals around us.  Although Jane did not have a 
lot of belongings, she still owned enough furniture to fill a one-bedroom apartment.  Karla and I 
did not look forward to dealing with yard sales or storage units.  The day after Jane died, Karla’s 
work colleague and friend Pam cautiously broached the topic of furnishings and told Karla that 
her church’s annual sale was approaching.  She did not want to rush Karla’s grief process, but 
when Karla was ready to make any decisions about the apartment, Pam could help.   
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 We jumped at the offer, which came at a perfect time.  Pam, her husband, and a friend 
took everything we wanted to unload, even clothes, which was not normally included in their 
sale.  Within one afternoon, they moved the contents of the apartment down three floors and into 
a waiting truck.  We could not believe our good fortune, especially since Pam was experiencing 
her own tough journey.  Recently, she had been diagnosed with Stage 4 breast cancer, and 
although she felt well, we knew she was tired.  Her compassion and love for Karla was 
astonishing.  Her help, along with her solid presence at Jane’s funeral, was exactly what we 
needed.  One expected friends’ support during a family death, but Pam’s actions exceeded our 
dreams.  Pam’s death two years later added poignancy when we remembered those times. 
 For several weeks after Jane’s death, I reflected on her journey.  Karla and I laughed that 
Jane was in control of everything right until the end, even the weather.  April in Minnesota can 
be fickle, but on the day of Jane’s funeral, the air was cool and crisp, and the sun shone over 
Lake Minnetonka as we enjoyed lunch and shared stories.  Every event, every interaction 
happened seamlessly for us and for Jane.  I was struck by the ease of her death and the 
synchronicity of events, but I was more surprised by how much I pondered her bear vision.  Her 
clear-eyed experience and lucid explanations made me question the delineation between life and 
death as well as the possibility of a larger, more universal spirit.  
 Yalom (1980) called death a boundary situation, which meant “an event, an urgent 
experience, that propels one into a confrontation with one’s existential ‘situation’ in the world” 
(p. 159).  The death of someone close to us can bring short-term clarity, but there was nothing 
like reckoning with one’s own potential death to bring permanent change . . . the urgent sense of 
now . . . the reevaluation of everything one held to be true.  Jane’s death did not prompt 
rumination on my own death, but I questioned the clarity of the life and death boundaries.  
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Biologically, one was alive, and then one was dead.  Metaphysically, however, death was more 
liminal.  It was a thin place where spirit and flesh ebbed and flowed, where past, present, and 
future merged. 
 My early experience of death in my life had not precipitated such musings.  I had a small 
family, and most of my childhood friends were still alive, so the numbers of deaths I had 
encountered was small.  The two deaths I remembered most clearly were my grandmother’s and 
my college friend Julie’s.  As I sought to make meaning out of death and then reckoned with my 
own mortality, I thought about Grandma and Julie.  I coped with each death differently, and I 
learned some life lessons along the way that helped prepare me during my year of living 
resiliently. 
 My grandmother.  My grandmother died a week before I left for college.  She was 60 
years old, and I was 17.  She died of stomach cancer and had been ill for 2 years.  She had had 
surgery for a stomach tumor 2 years earlier and had been in remission, but the cancer came back.  
She made it to my high school graduation party in June but went into the hospital the day after 
and died in the hospital on August 25, 1984.   
 I was so angry when she died.  The morning of her death, my mother came into my 
bedroom to tell me, and I said, “Well, it’s about time.  I’m still going to the rally.”  Geraldine 
Ferraro, the candidate for vice president on the 1984 Democratic ticket, was scheduled to be in 
our hometown, and I wanted to see her.  I was leaving for college in a week, and the entire 
summer had a surreal feeling.  Although I did not think about my grief process, clearly, I 
vacillated between denial and anger during that summer (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2005). 
 I visited Grandma in the hospital only once during that summer, and it was only at the 
insistence of a friend.  All my actions suggested I was in denial of the inevitable.  She was dying, 
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although no one in my family said those words aloud.  Two years earlier, she had gone into the 
hospital for surgery and come out a few days later.  She got better.  A part of me assumed she 
would get better this time, too.  When days turned into weeks, and she never emerged, I grew 
resentful.   
 I resented the attention she drew.  She was dying; I was living.  Why was there so much 
focus on someone whose time was done?  I was going to college, which was a big event for our 
working-class family.  No one seemed to care, except my group of high school friends to whom I 
clung.  I was my grandmother’s “special person,” as she called me.  Why was she leaving me so 
soon?  In what universe was this situation fair?  She worked her entire life and never got to enjoy 
retirement.  She was a good person.  She did nothing wrong to deserve this illness.  Why her and 
why me? 
As a teenager, my sole focus was myself, my loss, my inconvenience.  I did not think 
about my father, an only child, who, at only 38 years old, was losing his mother.  I had sympathy 
for my grandfather, but I did not fully grasp the enormity of losing a wife of 40 years.  I found 
the whole episode “absurd,” in the true existential meaning of the word (Yalom, 1980).  There 
was no larger meaning in her death.  Her death was not “meant to be.”  The world was 
indifferent to my grandmother’s plight, and it was indifferent to my grief.  I grew cynical.  The 
world didn’t give a shit; why should I? 
When faced with the specter of my own death, I thought a lot about my grandmother and 
about Jane.  I still saw no inherent meaning in my grandmother’s death, even 30 years later.  Her 
death still seemed grossly unfair, and I grieved it more in 2014 than in 1984.  Yalom (1980) 
wrote, “How does a being who needs meaning find meaning in a universe that has no meaning?”  
(p. 423).  Although that sentence sounded confounding, I thought it captured my angst.  I craved 
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some larger meaning from life, but I was not a religious person.  I sneered at the certainty of 
those people who believed comforting phrases like “things happen for a reason.”  I could see no 
reason in death yet, and I needed more intentional rumination with my spiritual background 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995). 
When I compared Jane’s and my grandmother’s deaths, though, I stumbled across one 
important difference.  Jane had hospice; my grandmother did not.  Jane died at home; my 
grandmother died in the hospital.  Jane was surrounded by birds and her belongings; Grandma 
was hooked up to IV bags in a cold, sterile room.  My image of death was first seared into my 
consciousness with Grandma’s death, and although I knew that health care had improved the 
dying process over the course of 30 years, I feared pain. 
My death anxiety (Yalom, 1980) did not revolve around my legacy or the possibility of 
an afterlife, at least early in my journey.  My anxiety was not about death but about dying.  I did 
not want to be in pain.  My liver condition was not painful, but I also did not know the future 
trajectory of my disease and whether I would achieve remission.  If my disease progressed, I 
wanted to be prepared, and I wanted a death like Jane’s.  I was focused solely on the dying 
process, and had neither turned my attention to spiritual matters nor an appreciation for life.  
Those deeper reflections constituted a secondary level of death awareness that I had not reached.  
Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) noted two levels of rumination in individuals who 
experienced posttraumatic growth.  The first iteration of rumination is intrusive.  Intrusive 
thoughts were those thoughts that woke me up at 3:00 in the morning and churned like a 
skipping record.  The same phrase repeated and repeated in my head like an earworm of a song I 
knew.  “Autoimmune hepatitis . . . autoimmune hepatitis . . . liver transplants common in 
individuals who do not achieve remission . . . liver transplants common . . . oh, baby, baby.”  
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These thoughts reflected my immediate concerns, hence the desire not to die in pain.  These 
thoughts were visceral and tangible.  
The second level of rumination Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) described was more 
intentional.  These thoughts are more reflective and deliberate and less unpleasant and emotional.  
For me, this process occurred later in my year of living resiliently, once I realized that my death 
was not imminent.  I learned that my health crisis was manageable, and when I had enough 
emotional distance and confidence to handle whatever life threw at me, I found my thoughts 
turned to more profound matters.  I thought a lot about Julie. 
Julie.  My college friend Julie was the first one of our “gang” to die.  I met Julie during 
my first week of college.  She lived on the same floor of the freshman dorm that I did, and she, 
too, was in choir.  We had a lot in common.  Our birthdays were close together, our family 
backgrounds were working class, and we loved music.  We also were very different.  She grew 
up in rural Pennsylvania, was a nutrition major, and was a faithful Christian.  I was a New 
Yorker, an English major, and a spiritual skeptic.  Nonetheless, we clicked.  She and I, along 
with half a dozen other young women from that residence hall, became life-long friends.   
Julie died in 2010, after a multiyear battle with cancer.  She fought hard but died at only 
44 years old.  Before she died, during that summer in 2010, she wanted to have a party like old 
times.  In college, Julie loved a good party.  We were not a wild bunch, but we did crank the ’80s 
tunes and enjoyed our share of blender drinks.  We were more sedate 20 years later, but we 
gathered at Julie’s house in rural Pennsylvania, surrounded by rolling hills and Amish buggies, 
for a weekend of laughter, tears, and memories. 
I travelled the farthest that weekend, coming from Wisconsin, so I arrived the evening 
before most everyone else and met up with Susan, one of our other friends, who lived in 
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Philadelphia.  When we visited Julie at her house to let her know we were here, I was not sure 
what to expect.  Julie communicated via email only sporadically by this point, and when we 
arrived we found her in bed dozing.  Her bedroom was furnished with a hospital bed, and her 
computer was within reach.  Julie was always a small person, but she had lost weight.  Her 
normally round face was gaunt, and her speech was slow.  Susan hung back, while I sat on the 
bed and held her hand.  We briefly chatted about plans for the weekend, and then Susan and I left 
to grab some dinner and check into the inn that Julie reserved for us.   
Three months later, Julie died, but during that weekend in May, we celebrated.  Yalom 
(1980) wrote, “Death reminds us that existence cannot be postponed.  And that there is still time 
for life” (p. 162).  Although we knew Julie was dying, we celebrated life.  Like some of the 
uncanny events surrounding Jane’s death journey, Julie’s weekend was filled with grace.  The 
weather was glorious and warm.  Susan and I, during our first evening, unexpectedly ran into 
Julie’s parents at the local tavern and shared a long dinner and meaningful conversation together.  
The innkeepers, when they heard about the reason we all visited, treated us to breakfast at their 
inn during a day they were typically closed.  They showed us such compassion that we were all 
stunned into a humble and thankful silence.  And, lastly, Julie felt well enough to join us for 
meals, conversation, and hanging out.  It was a memorable and important weekend. 
As I faced my own mortality during my year of living resiliently, I thought about the 
weekend at Julie’s.  Julie’s presence during that weekend was a reminder of death, hers and ours.  
In a sense, Julie was both dead and alive at the same time.  We all were both dead and alive, 
mortality being a given since our birth, but Julie’s death was more imminent.  She was not going 
to die that weekend, but the idea of her death was heavy in the room.  This reality caused us to 
live in the moment and appreciate her existence, our existence.  This appreciation of life would 
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not have occurred if we had just gathered for a weekend together.  We might have had a great 
time, but I doubt we would have experienced the mindfulness of being (Heidegger, 1953/2010) 
that we did as a result of Julie’s impending death.   
As we sat in her living room, I remember being aware of the conversation flowing around 
Julie.  Although her physical presence was there with us, I felt her life force fade.  At the time, I 
chalked up this “here but not here” quality to fatigue and “chemo brain.”  As I learned more 
about the process dying people undergo, mostly through watching Jane, I understood that what I 
saw was most likely Julie’s inner work (Kübler-Ross, 1969).  We all were living along a birth-to-
death continuum, but Julie was coming to the far end of her journey, to a place where silence 
dwelled, and the “idle chatter” of our forgetfulness of being (Heidegger, 1953/2010) disappeared. 
Myself.  Although my reckoning with death was not as permanent as Julie’s, when I 
thought about our time with her, I recognized the desire to be quiet, the desire to immerse myself 
in the moment.  Yalom (1980) wrote, “Death acts as a catalyst that can move one from one state 
of being to a higher one: from a state of wondering about how things are to a state of 
wonderment that they are.  An awareness of death shifts one away from trivial preoccupations 
and provides life with depth and poignancy and an entirely different perspective” (p. 160).  
Yalom was restating Heidegger’s (1953/2010) contention that death was an “urgent experience” 
that prompted one to transition from a state of forgetfulness of being to mindfulness of being or 
what Heidegger also termed inauthenticity and authenticity.  Without death, without the 
possibility of “non-being” (Tillich, 1952/2014), we choose to remain stuck in the everyday 
world. 
I experienced the difference between the two states of being during my year of living 
resiliently, and I think this example makes an intangible philosophical concept more relatable.  
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Less than a month after my emergency department visit, Karla and I went to a Christmas concert 
offered by one of my favorite choral groups.  Although I was responding well to my medicine, I 
did not know my long-term prognosis.  As Heidegger (1953/2010) conceptualized, I experienced 
the possibility of no more possibilities.  It may have been an exaggeration to think that Christmas 
may have been my last, but the possibility felt real at the time.   
I loved Christmas music and owned close to 200 holiday CDs.  I was, however, also an 
armchair music critic.  I was a music and theater kid all throughout high school and college, so I 
couldn’t not listen, especially to vocal music, without a running commentary in my head about 
the quality of the performance.  When I listened to music, my mind, far more than my body or 
spirit, took center stage.  During this concert, the chorus sang a rendition of Mendelssohn’s 
“Hark the Herald Angels Sing,” one of my favorite hymns, and the audience was invited to stand 
and sing along.   
I stood up to sing words that I knew by heart.  Instead of singing, however, I cried.  I was 
overcome by the beauty of the music, by the joy of the Christmas season, and by the poignancy 
of my life at that moment.  Ordinarily, I would have sung the music, but one ear would have 
been tuned in to the way in which they, meaning the chorus and audience, sang.  I would have 
noted the musical arrangement, the quality of the sopranos, and how the people behind me sang, 
that is, the idle chatter of the they.  In Heideggerian (1953/2010) terms, I would have been in a 
state of forgetfulness of being.  Instead, I was immersed in my own aliveness, because the 
prospect of death seemed closer than I liked.  I was mindful of my being.  Yalom (1980) wrote, 
“One marvels not about the way things are but that they are . . . one remains mindful of the 
fragility of being” (p. 31).  I did not feel critical; I felt transcendent. 
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Religion and resilience.  During that year, as I reflected on Grandma, Julie, and Jane, 
and as my rumination became more intentional, focused, and deep, I felt my resilience morph 
into growth.  My contemplations took on more of a spiritual resonance, and I started to grapple 
with concepts I had pushed away.  Family deaths, illness, and job loss became less discrete, 
isolated incidents in a life and more moments on a continuum, a life trajectory.  I started to see 
patterns in my religious upbringing that had prepared me for this year of living resiliently, and I 
felt those patterns mature into a more cohesive, meaningful philosophy of living.  
For the patterns to have context and meaning, however, I needed to define religion and its 
relationship with resilience.  All throughout my growing-up years, the term “religion” made me 
growl with disdain.  It connoted rules and unquestioning obedience, like the original Latin word 
from which it was derived, religare, which meant “to tie or bind” (Fasching & deChant, 2001).  I 
occasionally joked, “I am a Sagittarius who was born in the Year of the Horse.  Don’t fence me 
in!”  I had a visceral, intuitive dislike to what I perceived as groupthink and an infringement on 
my freedom.  I did not believe any of the dogma I had been exposed to as a child, and not 
knowing there were other options, I felt marginalized, left behind.   
Throughout my life, I had gravitated toward existential philosophy and stories of 
meaning, whether it was in literature, music, or religion.  Existentialism, with its emphasis on 
human freedom, choice, responsibility, and absurdity, aligned both with my personal background 
and my innate desire to question and to doubt.  I did not spend a great deal of time pondering 
why I read Frankl, Sartre, Ellison, or Kierkegaard over the course of my life until conducting 
research for this dissertation.  When I considered how I grew as a result of stress and how I 
experienced resilience, I noticed that certain authors were my companions on that journey.  
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I wondered what my young adulthood belief system might have looked like had I read 
what Tillich (1987) defined as being religious: “Asking passionately the question of the meaning 
of our existence and being willing to receive answers, even if the answers hurt. . . . Religion [is] 
the state of being grasped by an infinite concern” (p. 2).  Yes, I thought.  Here was a 
characterization I understood.  I related to the active (as opposed to passive) nature of the 
endeavor.  Tillich seemed to give me permission to seek, to question.   
Later in the same essay, Tillich (1987) described individuals who are ultimately 
concerned with matters of faith but who do not find answers in religion, in its narrow sense.  He 
did not judge those individuals as lacking faith; rather, he noted that they take very seriously the 
meaning of their lives, but “they feel that the concrete religions fail to express their profound 
concern adequately” (p. 1).  In one simple sentence, Tillich captured the angst I felt for forty 
years.  For years, I thought the problem was within me.  I knew that historical religions were 
human-made, but I doubted the veracity of my own experience and truth because I did not find 
myself or my questions reflected in mainstream religion.  Tillich told me the problem was not 
within me.  My search for ultimate concern was natural, meaningful, and, in fact, an act of faith.  
Tillich, as well as other existentialists, proved to be an important theoretical lens both to 
my spiritual development analysis and to my year of living resiliently.  When I sought to 
research why, even amidst significant trauma, I emerged more resilient, I developed a nuanced, 
three-pronged understanding of resilience.  I started my study with the typical well-researched 
binary question of whether resilience was nature or nurture and discovered it was both.  My 
personal background, parental support, early adversity, and academic success had prepared me to 
handle trauma later in life and comprised the mind/nurture part of my findings.  Similarly, my 
study of personal biology, brain chemistry, and potentially epigenetics, confirmed that I may 
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have been predisposed biologically (body/nature) to learn how to grow from stress.  My 
resilience was both a personality characteristic and a learned process.  The element I was 
unprepared for, yet instinctively knew happened to me, was my spiritual growth and its place in 
my resilience.  Was that growth and the existential choices I made an outcome of resilience or a 
part of the resilience process? 
Beyond the nature/nurture concept, I felt there was a third layer I experienced during my 
year, a layer which was either deeper or overarching (or both?), depending on how I peeled this 
resilience onion, so to speak.  Like Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (1995) description of the two levels 
of rumination, my third layer of resilience became apparent only after significant thought and 
seismic disruption to my assumptive world.  I realized I was not solely a product of my nature or 
nurture, of my biology or upbringing, my personality or my environment.  I had a choice as to 
how I would react to this year of trauma.  My choices reflected the meaning I derived from my 
experiences, and the meaning I derived emerged from the larger existential questions with which 
I struggled.  I finally realized that “[I] needed to stop asking about the meaning of life, and 
instead to think of [myself] as [one] who [was] being questioned by life—daily and hourly” 
(Frankl, 1959/2006, p. 77).   
Resilience as Growth: Low Tide 
 To understand the place of spirituality in my resilience journey, it was necessary to chart 
my religious development, attitude, and growth toward faith and doubt.  Growing up, I seemed to 
collect evangelical Christians.  From my early high school days, they swarmed around me and 
asked if I had “found Jesus.”  They never warmed to my response: “Was he lost?”  When asked 
if I were “born again,” I responded that I came out right the first time.  Again, my response met 
with blank stares.  My hostility was barely contained, yet throughout high school and college and 
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to this day, several devout Christians befriended me.  At times in my youth, religion made me 
intellectually frustrated, although I did not have the language or understanding to articulate that 
frustration in any kind of coherent way.   
For example, I did not understand why society tolerated irrationality in religion when that 
irrationality would never be tolerated in any other realm; for example, I just “believe” that the 
earth was formed 6,000 years ago—it is my faith.  I conceived of faith as a suspension of all 
reason, and even as an adolescent I knew I could not go there.  Tillich (1957/2009) differentiated 
between belief and faith, although I was too young at the time to grasp such concepts, nor was I 
exposed to a church community where questioning was encouraged.  My Christian friends 
manifested a degree of certainty that appeared impenetrable and alien to me, which only fueled 
my desire to prove them wrong.  
Combatting faith with reason, however, was a losing strategy, and I struggled to 
understand the faithful mindset.  Later in my life, I learned about different ways of knowing, but 
at the time, my world was black and white.  Some things in life were objectively true and real, I 
thought, and the line between religious faith and mental illness did not seem real firm to me: one 
condition we privileged and sanctioned, and one we pathologized and treated.  I did not really 
think my friends were mentally ill, but I resented what I felt was an odd inversion.  My friends 
looked at me like there was something wrong with me, even though I was not the one who 
believed there was a version of Santa Claus in the sky.  Fasching and deChant (2001) termed this 
phenomenon the sacred.  They wrote, “The sacred defines those who share a common identity as 
‘human’ and sees all others as profane and less (or less than) human” (p. 10).  The holy, in 
contrast, “encourages doubt and questioning” (p. 17).  I certainly did not think of myself as holy, 
far from it, and it never occurred to me that perhaps I was looking at my friends as less than 
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human myself.  Yet privately, I was drawn to Gandhi’s quote: “I like your Christ, I do not like 
your Christians.  Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.”  I did like Jesus.  I had been taught 
he was a good guy.  What happened? 
I was not sure I ever really believed in Jesus, believed in a godly way.  Religion and the 
study of various faiths have always fascinated me, but personal faith has eluded me.  I was raised 
in a traditional high Episcopal Church, St. Luke’s.  It was a beautiful church architecturally, very 
English in its interior, and the rector, Reverend Sam Davis, was a kind, gentle, cerebral man.  
Reverend Davis was the reason we attended that church, not because of any family tradition.  My 
parents and grandparents represented a mishmash of faiths: Methodist, Episcopal, Catholic 
convert from Unitarian, and just generally Ecumenical.   
Although baptized at and a member of St. Luke’s, I provided a running contest when I 
was a toddler to see how long I would last through the service.  Apparently, halfway through the 
sermon was my limit, at which point I would start screaming.  That probably should have been a 
sign unto them!  Nonetheless, my parents persevered, and I endured several years of church 
school, culminating in confirmation.  My Book of Common Prayer—the confirmation gift—has 
my middle name misspelled in the frontispiece—“Champagne” instead of Charmagne.  It 
somehow seemed fitting.  I was in a stage where I hated my middle name, and my philosophical 
proclivities as a teenager veered toward the hedonistic. 
My grandmother might have sensed my frustration or might have just wanted to expand 
my horizons.  She tried hard to expose me to different faiths growing up, which was easy in the 
Hamptons, a community that claimed a large Jewish population.  Along with church at St. 
Luke’s, I had attended Catholic masses and Jewish Shabbat services.  Although Grandma was a 
member of a Presbyterian church, she told me she was “ecumenical.”  I had to look up the term, 
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but once I did, I then knew why she surrounded herself with a diverse crowd of friends.  I also 
understood why she joined the Community Council, a group of people who sponsored holiday 
food drives and Lenten services at various churches in town.  A Wednesday night Lenten service 
gave me a taste of religious diversity, at least diversity Christian-style, and it was an experience I 
vividly remembered during my year of living resiliently when I thought about grace and 
spirituality. 
The Calvary Baptist Church was on “that” part of town.  Although I passed it every day 
on the school bus to high school, I had never been inside.  On Sundays, I saw all the large Buicks 
and Lincolns and Cadillacs that filled the parking lot.  We did not have a large African American 
community in East Hampton, but I knew several Black kids in high school, and I wondered at 
times, in my naïve way, why Walter, my best friend all throughout a decade of church school at 
St. Luke’s, did not attend Calvary Baptist.  The Walkers were the only Black family at St. 
Luke’s.  Where were all the others kids I saw in school? 
I found out the answer to that question on a brisk Wednesday night in March.  We parked 
our car in the lot and approached the church.  My grandmother and I entered the doors to Calvary 
Baptist and were greeted warmly.  My grandmother knew a few of the women, and they chatted 
and introduced me.  We took programs, and we found a seat.  The organ was playing, but this 
was not the sound of the organ at St. Luke’s.  The choir entered and stood in front of the church 
and began to sway with the music.  Their choir was bigger than ours, too!  I spotted my friend 
Debra, and we smiled at each other, a familiar face.  I began to scan the rest of the congregation, 
however, and I knew no one.  In fact, we were the only white people there.  We were also the 
only women not wearing hats!  I began to slink a little further down in the pew.   
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As the service went on, the music and energy swelled.  A few older women danced in the 
aisles, which initially scared me, and most of the congregation talked back to the minister during 
his sermon, which I thought rude until my grandmother explained call and response to me.  Oh, 
how I wanted to clap along to the music!  The music was so good!  But I was self-conscious, and 
one did not clap in church, at least not at St. Luke’s.  When the service ended, we made our way 
out of the church, talking to people along the way.  I felt out of place, but no one treated me that 
way.  I wondered about Walter and his family, I wondered if St. Luke’s would be as welcoming 
to someone new, and I wondered if being a “minority,” that is, gay or African American 
(because I certainly knew about my lesbian identity by then) meant you had to have your own 
church to feel comfortable.  St. Luke’s was a wonderful church, and every Christmas Eve I listen 
to the Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols from King’s College and enjoy the familiar cadence 
and tradition.  But to this day, I have never felt as welcomed or embraced in a church as I did at 
15 years old at Calvary Baptist.   
Thirty-five years later, I still remembered that evening vividly.  When I thought about 
Christianity, I usually had hostile, cynical opinions, but not about Calvary Baptist Church.  No 
church community was perfect, and I doubted I would have believed the theology, but that 
evening, the community manifested what Fasching and deChant (2001) called the holy.  They 
welcomed strangers into their midst and treated them like fellow humans, even though those 
strangers were wholly other.  They extended an ethic of hospitality, expected from believers in 
several Bible passages like “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have 
entertained angels unawares” (Hebrews 13:2, King James Version).   
From today’s vantage, this episode might appear unremarkable, but one must remember 
not only the effect the evening had on me as a 15-year-old girl, but also the times of 1981.  East 
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Hampton was not a town known for racial tensions, but Martin Luther King, Jr., had been 
assassinated less than 15 years prior to my visit to the church.  Many members of the church had 
lived through the civil rights struggles of the 1960s.  I did not know their stories, but as I later 
reflected on moments of grace I had experienced throughout my life, the historical context was a 
layer of dimensionality I had not realized as a young person.  As a youth, it was my first taste of 
being a minority, at least racially.  Now as an adult, I am humbled by the realization of how 
lovingly this community, marginalized within the larger dominant society, welcomed strangers 
from that dominant culture into their midst.   
A second dimension to the experience I realized as I pondered my background in 
spirituality was the visceral quality of the church service.  People danced.  They sang loudly.  
They clapped their hands.  Their bodies moved.  People were involved in the service with their 
entire being, not just their mind or their spirit.  At St. Luke’s, we moved, too.  We sat, we knelt, 
and we stood.  And then we repeated those actions several times, but I never clapped or danced.  
I whispered the songs and made sure I sang on key.  There was a disembodied feel to the entire 
service which fit my cerebral nature well, but I think it fostered an assumption that spirituality 
was solely cerebral.  In other words, if I did not believe with my mind what I was being told, 
then I was not faithful or spiritual.   
Embraced as I was at Calvary Baptist, I did not believe the theology.  I never believed 
that there was some human-like god in the sky.  I seemed always to think that sacred texts of all 
religions were metaphors, stories to explain the mystery of existence.  I can’t explain how I came 
to believe this any more than I can explain how I knew I was gay.  It just was, ever since my 
earliest memories, even before I knew what a metaphor was.  I read a lot of books as a child, and 
136 
 
the various Bible stories I read were no different.  Those stories held no special significance just 
because they happened to be in a Bible, but I still did not have a language to express that belief. 
During college, I developed a more informed view of religion as well as a more hostile 
one.  This stage of my faith development was cemented by both academic and personal 
experiences.  I attended Albright College, a Methodist private liberal arts college in Reading, 
Pennsylvania.  Albright required nine credits in religion/philosophy as part of its general 
education requirements, and I took History of Christianity, Introduction to Philosophy, and New 
Testament, all of which were excellent courses, rigorous, engaging, and led by thoughtful 
faculty.  The campus chaplain taught the New Testament course, and for the first time, I had a 
language for what I thought, particularly about the Bible as literature, that it was written by men 
(men, not women) and was influenced by the history, politics, and culture of the times during 
which it was written.   
The mid-1980s, the years of my undergraduate experience, was a time during which Jerry 
Falwell’s Moral Majority was active in politics.  Bible literalism seemed to be everywhere, at 
least to me, and I could not reconcile the academic content I learned with the opinions of my 
friends, many of whom sat in the same classes as I did.  I raised my hand in class one day and 
asked the chaplain why, knowing all that we know about the circumstances of the Biblical 
writers, let alone the decision-making processes of the early church about which writers to 
include in the early Bible, did some people believe the words on the page literally?  I am sure my 
tone of voice was dismissive and pompous, but I was truly bewildered.  I received no reply.   
Although I could not have articulated it at the time, my question revealed my conception 
of God, a foundation that has not changed over the course of my life.  I did not and do not 
believe that God is a being, nor did I believe in the facticity of the Bible.  Tillich (1957/2009) 
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described literalism this way: “The presupposition of such literalism is that God is a being, acting 
in time and space, dwelling in a special place, affecting the course of events and being affected 
by them like any other being in the universe” (pp. 59-60).  Tillich suggested that this mindset 
reduced the majesty of God; I just thought the entire notion was preposterous, and in those late-
night college bull sessions with friends, sought to sway them to my obviously true way of 
thinking. 
I learned about religion in college, but I majored in English, so I was steeped in the world 
of myth, stories, and symbols.  I adored being an English major because it provided the vehicle 
for me to question.  English asked the big questions about the meaning of life.  Studying 
literature naturally involved an interdisciplinary lens, part psychology, part philosophy, and part 
history.  Yet, English studies also necessitated that I develop my own aesthetic and critique, and 
I developed intellectual discipline at the same time as I found my people.   
Just as my high school friends provided a haven for my existential becoming, so, too, did 
my college friends, particularly my fellow English majors who loved theater and music.  
Although Mrs. Bologna moved on to teach other high school students, I established lasting 
friendships with Albright’s English Department faculty who, like Mrs. Bologna, modeled 
intellectual curiosity and personal development.  I experienced a freedom, both personal and 
academic, I had never known before, and I credit those faculty and friends for the nurturing 
atmosphere.  As Greene (1988) wrote, “A teacher in search of his/her own freedom may be the 
only kind of teacher who can arouse young persons to go in search of their own” (p. 14).  
Personal freedom became even more of a core value for me, and that freedom was tested when it 
collided with my first girlfriend’s parents. 
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Laura (a pseudonym) and I met in choir at Albright when I was a sophomore, and she 
was a freshman.  Her parents were evangelical Christians, and although (maybe because) she was 
nominally Christian, her parents were influential in her life and controlling in a way that my 
parents were not.  We dated in secret during that entire year, and when the summer came, we 
wrote to each other.  Email and social media did not exist then, so communicating privately was 
difficult.  Eventually, her mother grew suspicious due to the numbers of letters I sent, and read 
her mail.  I was shocked.  It never occurred to me that someone besides Laura would read her 
letters, so, of course, it was obvious by the tone and content of the letters that we were having a 
relationship that was more than just friendship.  Her parents demanded that the relationship end, 
and they banned us from seeing each other or communicating.  
That ban did not last, of course, and her father threw a fit when he learned Laura was 
living across the hall from me the following September.  The day she moved back into the 
residence halls, her father called me into her room alone and lectured me about “homosexuality,” 
quoting Paul’s letter to the Romans, Leviticus, and various other Bible verses that left me 
shaking, furious, and crying.  I did not say much to him; instead, I stared out the window.  I was 
only 19 years old, and I had been raised not to argue with adults and to be polite.  He was not 
angry with me; rather, he took on the all-knowing, kind tone of a father dealing with a wayward 
child.  He said he cared about me, I was a good person, and surely I wanted more for my life than 
“that lifestyle.”  It was a stark contrast to my parents, to whom I had not technically come out, 
yet who held far more tolerant beliefs. 
The element that hurt most in my conversation with Laura’s father was that I liked him.  I 
had visited her over the summer for a weekend, and had met her parents a few times at the 
college.  They were nice people.  They were fun and smart.  I enjoyed their company, and they 
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appeared to enjoy mine.  In an instant, however, I was “the stranger.”  In contrast to my visit to 
Calvary Baptist Church, a few years earlier, here, in my own residence hall home, I was 
unwelcome, marginalized, and rejected as “other.”  As Fasching and deChant (2001) described in 
their analysis of religious ethics, “The stranger comes from the realm of chaos—their rituals are 
different, and these differences threaten the life-sustaining stability of their sacred order” (p. 13).  
My only sin, in my eyes at least, was loving his daughter, yet that prospect seemed to be so 
foreign and threatening to him that I needed to be banished and chastised. 
Religiously, I knew what he was saying about me was not true, at least not true from my 
non-literalist lens, but I could not find the words to craft an argument, not that it would have 
done any good.  If we had even wanted to have a constructive conversation, we were starting 
from fundamentally different places regarding the Bible’s intent.  He appeared to view the Bible 
literally and to find moral lessons in it.  He firmly identified as a Christian.  Everything in me, 
however, rebelled against literalism and cosmic authority.  Not only did I not identify as a 
Christian (except, maybe, culturally), which made his lecture even more pompous and insulting, 
but I viewed all literature with a critical eye.  I believed in and was trained to develop my own 
meaning in a text, not to believe unilaterally someone else’s claim to truth.  
Although I was not aware of it at the time, my nascent understanding of faith was 
articulated by Tillich (1957/2009).  Delineating his conception of faith, particularly the 
difference between faith and belief, Tillich wrote, “Almost all the struggles between faith and 
knowledge are rooted in the wrong understanding of faith as a type of knowledge which has a 
low degree of evidence but is supported by religious authority” (p. 38).  Laura’s father used 
scriptural authority in his lecture to me, but I did not acknowledge its authority, except in a 
secular “golden rule” kind of way.  I found no evidence in the Bible to condemn being gay, not 
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that at the age of 19 I had conducted a thorough investigation.  But I knew enough to know that 
neither did Jesus say anything about homosexuality, nor was the Bible a psychological or 
scientific journal.  The Bible held no authority in those matters.  Tillich agreed, writing "The 
dimension of faith is not the dimension of science, history, or psychology” (p. 38).  I did 
understand, however, that if what I just experienced was Christianity, I wanted no part of it.  In 
fact, I wanted no part of any spiritual community or practice.   
Indeed, years passed before I entered a church again, except for the occasional wedding 
or sightseeing trip.  My encounter with Laura’s father, combined with the antigay rhetoric and 
AIDS crisis of the 1980s, and the eye-opening experience of a liberal arts education, made me 
cynical.  I thought all religions and religious people, especially Christians, were hypocrites.  I 
delighted in crafting acerbic holiday newsletters that I included with my Christmas cards to 
friends.  I felt incredibly superior, as I pointed out the similarities between Jesus’s birth story and 
the birth stories of other faith traditions, as if my lesser-enlightened friends needed and wanted to 
hear my opinions.  I thought their faith was quaint and misguided, and I was smug in knowing 
how much more sophisticated and mature my philosophy of life was.  I was so right, yet I was so 
wrong.  
Resilience as Growth: High Tide 
One of the turning points in my spiritual development happened in an unlikely place: an 
evangelical church.  Twenty years after my conversation with Laura’s father, an assignment for a 
doctoral course involved engaging in a community where I was uncomfortable.  As a lesbian, I 
walked in two worlds every day—the mainstream and the marginalized.  As a native New 
Yorker, I experienced diversity at an early age.  There were few people and few places that 
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caused me discomfort by that point in my life.  As I talked to my partner, however, and asked her 
the question, she immediately knew the answer: “Church,” she said.   
As I sat on the couch stunned, I realized she was right.  She had been privy to my 
frequent rants about fundamentalism, the (my words) “erroneous logic” of religion, and the 
“stupidity of believers.”  She had witnessed my eye rolls when I heard about “other ways of 
knowing” than Western reason.  She knew, more than I did, where I needed to stretch.  Although 
my stomach clutched, I decided that I would attend Willow Creek Church (pseudonym) the 
following Sunday and help my friend Heather staff the Feed My People ticket booth.  Feed My 
People was the local food bank, and they were fundraising at Willow Creek.  Although I 
approached the assignment sincerely, I was apprehensive. 
I trusted Heather, who said I would be fine.  Heather was the associate director of 
admission at Birch Bark State University—my Number 2 in the office when I was executive 
director of enrollment.  She was and is my confidante and truth teller.  She was also a member of 
Willow Creek at the time and considered herself part Catholic, part evangelical.  When I told her 
about this assignment, her eyes lit up.  She and I talked about religion quite frequently, and she 
knew how I felt.  She endearingly called me a “Christian atheist,” a recognition of my struggle 
both with labels and with spirituality in general.  She acknowledged, I think with some 
disappointment, that I was not going to leave that Sunday converted, but she wanted to share her 
community with me.   
I was nervous that Sunday but was welcomed.  Heather had given me some information 
about the church and told me what to expect before I arrived.  I helped her work a table for the 
local food bank and observed the crowd in between services.  It was racially homogenous but 
diverse in socioeconomic status.  Heather confirmed that both a local legislator attended there as 
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well as some homeless people in the area.  She mused that Willow Creek was different from her 
Catholic upbringing in its attitude toward community.  The church gave space to the free health 
clinic in town and ran a garage service for members, but mostly because of members’ own 
initiatives instead of a unified church mission per se.  This individual focus was what led Heather 
to join the board of Feed My People.  Typically, only mainstream churches were involved, and 
she learned that they assumed the more evangelical churches were not interested in their work.  
She wanted to prove them wrong and enhance communication among the local churches.   
Additionally, Heather noted that Willow Creek was not as political as I assumed it to be.  
She was right.  As I looked at their tiny bookstore, I did not see political tracts, nor did I see 
religious books from a typical right-wing point of view.  In fact, she said that their pastor 
deliberately did not take a stand on the gay marriage amendment debate occurring in Wisconsin 
at the time, much to the chagrin of both the liberal and conservative segments of the 
congregation.  She suspected he was quite liberal like she was, but he said his job was 
ministering to the congregation’s personal spiritual life, not to its political agendas.  Although I 
had my personal opinion about a missed opportunity for social justice, I respected his need to 
juggle church doctrine and pragmatism.  We all had to pick our battles.   
The actual service was fine, and, like at Calvary Baptist, I was surprised at how much I 
enjoyed it.  It had great music and a great message.  John, the pastor, was well-informed and 
well-spoken.  I was more comfortable than I would have been in a Catholic or Lutheran service, 
for example, and that surprised me.  No one pushed me to fill out any interest card, no one 
preached about political agendas, and no one judged me.  No one, in fact, even noticed me.  I 
could come and go at will, participate or not.  The atmosphere felt welcoming yet accepting of 
my need for space.  I did not have to give up my beliefs to enjoy the service, and I did not feel 
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compelled to challenge theirs.  I knew I was the guest, and I was on my best behavior, but I did 
not even feel skeptical or cynical.  I left, after my arranged tour of the facilities, quite humbled. 
My reflections after the fact were not filled with vitriol or disdain; rather, I had a quiet 
suspicion that I had been the intolerant one.  Perhaps I was guilty of the same kind of 
scapegoating and stereotyping I vented against.  Fasching and deChant (2001) suggested, 
The sacred defines those who share a common identity as “human” and sees all others as 
profane and less human. . . . The holy, by contrast, generates an ethic which calls into 
question every sacred morality in order to transform it in the name of justice and 
compassion, especially toward the stranger. (p. 10)   
 
How ironic that I, the avowed secularist, had acted in a way that was “sacred.”  Through 
Heather’s leadership and compassion for the stranger (me), she opened a space for my own 
compassion to evolve.  
My spiritual evolution did not occur rapidly, but the Willow Creek experience put a dent 
in my secular armor.  I was still profoundly skeptical, but my skepticism shifted, not from 
arrogance to full-fledged acceptance, but at least from hostility to neutrality.  In describing 
doubt, Tillich (1957/2009) stated, 
The skeptical doubt is an attitude toward all the beliefs of man, from sense experiences to 
religious creeds.  It is more an attitude than an assertion. . . . Such an attitude necessarily 
leads either to despair or cynicism, or to both alternately.  And often, if this alternative 
becomes intolerable, it leads to indifference and the attempt to develop an attitude of 
complete unconcern. (p. 22)  
 
Before Willow Creek, I, indeed, was skeptical of all ways of knowing that were not based in the 
Western conception of Reason, not just spiritual knowledge.  As I explored in Chapter 3, I 
privileged the mind, the Rational as the highest source of information.  Feminist epistemology or 
religious epistemology were interesting concepts, for example, but only because they reinforced 
the cultural hegemony of Reason.  Willow Creek, with its evangelical emphasis on the 
experiential aspect of spirituality, was a new revelation for me. 
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 Similar to Calvary Baptist Church, the service at Willow Creek was multisensory.  
People clapped, raised their hands, sang loudly, and moved to the music.  In addition to 
traditional church music, there was a band.  The pastor’s sermon was accompanied by 
PowerPoint slides.  The entire atmosphere was casual, contemporary, and celebratory.  I saw 
why the church was popular.  St. Luke’s, although beautiful in its tradition, felt downright 
decrepit in comparison.  If I had to choose between the services, I would have gone to Willow 
Creek again.  What was happening to me?  Could I have been longing all this time for a 
spirituality that included “body knowledge?”   
Resilience as Growth: Riptide 
The cataclysm that catapulted my resilience and spiritual growth into another dimension 
was, indeed, bodily.  My health crisis was a journey I am still travelling and one that has, along 
with other life events during my year of living resiliently, opened my head and heart to mystery.  
Fasching and deChant (2001) depicted this spiritual opening well in describing Socrates and the 
Way of Doubt:  
[He] is not so much an atheist as a new kind of theist. . . . This is a God who can only be 
encountered “within the self” through the inner life of the soul. . . . It is rooted in an inner 
experience of a wholly other dimension of being and value. . . . This experience is the 
experience of a radical opening of the self (soul) to the infinite that is manifest in the 
compulsion to doubt and question. (p. 100). 
 
Doubting and questioning came easily to me, but most often came in the way of challenging 
other people.  Opening myself to the infinite, the transcendent, required a crisis. 
Heather was the friend I called upon to think about/pray for me when I had my liver 
biopsy.  The day before the procedure, I texted Heather and asked her to think about me (I could 
not bring myself to say “pray” at the time) the next day because I was terrified.  I had been 
scared the entire week because, although my enzymes had been declining since I stopped the 
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birth control pills, they still were abnormally elevated.  I knew Heather would not laugh at me or 
tease me, even though she had been privy to my spiritual cynicism, and I was right.  She said, 
“Absolutely.  When is your procedure?  You’re strong.  You’ll be ok.”  I received a text from her 
the next morning, too, as I was being prepped for the procedure.  She must have set her alarm 
and woken up early just to reach out to me.  I felt surrounded by her love during a very scary 
time. 
 In Chapter 4 I detailed my liver biopsy and the emotional fear I experienced as well as 
the loving support from Dr. Saroyan.  My biopsy episode, along with the actions of Heather and 
Dr. Saroyan, however, prompted significant spiritual rumination at the time and subsequently.  It 
was a moment of grace that still reverberates.  In describing grace, Tillich (1948) said, 
Do we know what it means to be struck by grace?  It does not mean that we suddenly 
believe that God exists, or that Jesus is the Saviour, or that the Bible contains the truth.  
To believe that something is, is almost contrary to the meaning of grace (p. 161).   
 
I had not had a moment of conversion, but it was a moment of opening, of embracing mystery, of 
rejecting cynicism and certainty, of accepting doubt. 
 When I told Heather my biopsy story a few days after the event and laughed that she 
would have called it a prayer circle of sorts, but I was not ready to go there, she said, “Wow.  
Something powerful happened to you there.  Don’t feel like you need to label it, just let it be.” 
She was right, of course, but I was looking into the abyss at that moment.  I did not know my 
future, if I had a future, at least a future on this plane of existence.  Tillich (1948) continued:  
Grace strikes us when we are in great pain and restlessness. . . . Sometimes at that 
moment a wave of light breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a voice were saying: 
“You are accepted.  You are accepted, accepted by that which is greater than you, and the 
name of which you do not know.  Do not ask for the name now; perhaps you will find it 
later.  Do not try to do anything now; perhaps later you will do much.  Do not seek for 
anything; do not perform anything; do not intend anything.  Simply accept the fact that 
you are accepted!”  If that happens to us, we experience grace.  After such an experience 
we may not be better than before, and we may not believe more than before.  But 
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everything is transformed. . . . And nothing is demanded of this experience, no religious 
or moral or intellectual presupposition, nothing but acceptance. (pp. 161-162. 
 
I experienced more than just kindness from Heather and the medical staff, more than just 
empathy.  I experienced radical acceptance, in all my messy, imperfect, gnarly, scared 
humanness.   
 In that moment, I believe something acted through them, and I submitted to whatever was 
going to happen to me.  I was afraid yet oddly serene.  I had no energy left to argue, to control, to 
think, or even to feel.  I just let go and let myself be cared for.  One might have said what I 
experienced was akin to the aphorism “There are no atheists in foxholes.”  A few years earlier, I 
would have said something along the same lines.  I would have been cavalier and certain that 
what I had experienced was just fear, nothing supernatural. 
 In fact, I did think that way when my college friend Julie chalked up her temporary 
cancer remission to a prayer circle.  Apparently, a couple years before she died, a group of 
church members encircled her house and spent the afternoon praying for her.  She was being 
treated with chemotherapy at the same time, so there was a medical explanation for her 
remission, and, as a nutritionist, Julie was not ignorant about science.  Nonetheless, she believed 
in the power of prayer to complement her medical care.  When I read about her remission in an 
email, I was, of course, thrilled, but I dismissed her version of events, although, thankfully, I had 
the good sense not to tell her my opinion.  Now, in light of my own experience, I wondered why 
I cared so much about the truth of her situation. 
 Throughout my year of living resiliently and in the years after, as I learned more about 
mind/body interactions, and as my heart opened to mystery, I reconsidered my beliefs.  Tedeschi 
and Calhoun (2004) noted that individuals who survived trauma grew in ways that were 
transformational.  Regarding individuals like me who were not religious, they said, “There can 
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be a greater engagement with fundamental existential questions and that engagement in itself 
may be experienced as growth” (p. 6).  When I thought about Julie and pondered the 
phenomenon I experienced, I began to doubt my doubt. 
 Tillich (1957/2009) captured my sense of skepticism in his writing about doubt.  Before 
my biopsy, I was actively skeptical about matters of faith and was certain of my certainty.  Yet, 
something gnawed at me and consistently pulled me to engage in larger existential questions.  
Tillich (1952/2014) called this desire ultimate concern.  Tillich (1957/2009) wrote: 
The despair about truth by the skeptic shows that truth is still his infinite passion.  The 
cynical superiority over every concrete truth shows that truth is still taken seriously and 
that the impact of the question of an ultimate concern is strongly felt. (p. 23) 
 
I did feel strongly about all things philosophical; however, as Tillich (1957/2009) understood, 
my kind of skepticism could not last.  Although skeptical doubt had “an awakening and 
liberating function” (p. 22), it led either to cynicism or to despair.  I certainly was cynical, but I 
did not think I despaired.  Maybe I did.  I was afraid and thought a lot about death, but I was not 
without hope.   
 During that month of December, when I had my liver biopsy and when I had the 
transcendent experience of the Christmas concert, I was at my emotionally lowest point.  Soon 
after Christmas, my sister Katie visited, and we talked about my last wishes.  I wanted half of my 
ashes to be scattered in the Atlantic Ocean by my hometown and half in Yellowstone National 
Park, one of my favorite places on Earth, a place where I also experienced the transcendent.  It is 
illegal to scatter ashes in a national park, but here are ways, a la the Shawshank Redemption, to 
do it.  I wallowed in grief and loss that month, although there was something remarkably 
comforting in talking about death, almost as if I were now given permission to live.  
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 I can’t remember the exact moment I began to climb my way out of the abyss.  I suspect I 
had a boost, from friends, family, doctors, and, perhaps, an ultimate concern.  I do know that I 
started with my body, which provided rich irony to my mind-privileging self.  I walked, I 
meditated, and I focused on physical health.  We took a vacation to Disney World and focused 
on healing.  My mental health, in turn, improved, with the assistance of a wonderful counselor 
who was part of my care team.  Woven all throughout my mental and physical health was my 
spiritual health which opened in unexpected ways.  I thought faith was mostly cerebral or a 
negation of the cerebral, but my moment of opening was bodily.  It happened when my physical 
body was in danger.  Tillich (1957/2009) said, “In every act of genuine faith, the body 
participates” (p. 123).  I was still skeptical. 
 During one of my many walks in the beautiful canyon by my house, I heard McGonigle’s 
(2015) phrase “the courage to grow from stress,” one definition of resilience.  I did not feel 
particularly courageous, but I knew I felt resilient.  A year earlier, Karla’s mother had died, and 
the cosmic synchronicity that surrounded her death and aftermath had struck me.  A few months 
later, I had suffered my health crisis and its seismic reverberations brought me to the brink of an 
existential crisis.  Within 4 months of my health crisis, I lost my job, which in comparison to my 
health crisis, seemed like a minor blip in my life.  Throughout that year, friends and colleagues 
had noted my strength, courage, and poise, although most days I just tried to muddle through.  
As I stood in the shade, something clicked.  I felt the joy of existence. 
 As I pondered this notion of courage and its relationship to resilience, I thought about 
Julie and her courage to fight a brutal bout of cancer.  I thought about my mother’s description of 
my grandmother’s cancer struggle: “Boy, she was a fighter.  She was so angry!”  I thought about 
Jane and her bear and her graceful exit from this world.  I thought about Mrs. Bologna’s passion, 
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Heather’s grace, Mom’s newfound confidence, and Piglet’s bravery.  All of these people (and I 
am including Piglet as a person) were spirit guides, of a sort for me.  They showed me the 
varying faces of courage, not just the kind of courage we have when tested, but the true roots of 
the word courage, as in the French coeur, or heart. 
 I took their examples of courage and added my own layer of existential joy to them.  I 
was in a spiritual estuary, a liminal space where mind, body, and spirit met and flowed and 
blurred.  My health crisis—the body—had been under stress but it resulted in both courage and 
growth for both my mind and spirit.  McGonigle’s (2015) definition of resilience as the “courage 
to grow from stress” seemed more and more appropriate.  I had turned stress into growth and 
courage, the most important aspect of which was the courage to be in spite of the reality of non-
being (Tillich, 1952/2014).   
 Like an estuary, where fresh and salt water meet and mix, where tides cause the water 
levels to rise and fall, my spiritual life took in new elements.  My spiritual life had been an 
enclosed ecosystem, cut off from new experiences, and in danger of stagnation.  My health crisis 
tore open a path to a new body of water, and my life transformed from either/or to both/and.  I 
was given new life as a result of access to new knowledge and new experience.  Particularly 
during my biopsy, I had experienced Tillich’s (1957/2009) portrayal of the holy:  “It grasps the 
mind with terrifying and fascinating power.  It breaks into ordinary reality, shakes it and drives it 
beyond itself in an ecstatic way. . . . The holy must be present and felt as present in order to be 
experienced at all” (p. 64).  Tillich’s (1957/2009) description was similar to how Tedeschi and 
Calhoun (1995) explained the potential for posttraumatic growth, that certain traumatic events 
were so seismic, that they shattered an individual’s core beliefs and assumptive world, making 
the environment possible for new growth and new schema.  
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 The tides of my spiritual life ebbed and flowed.  At times, the tide went out and laid bare 
the bottom of my soul and its foundations . . . all the cumulative hurts, the joys, the mud, the 
dank smells, the little creatures who scurried.  At other times, the tide came back in, rushing in 
some areas, gently lapping in others, and brought new faith that bathed both the hurts and the 
joys.  Faith, as Tillich (1952/2014) explained,  
is that state of being grasped by the power of being-itself. . . . Faith is not a theoretical 
affirmation of something uncertain, it is the existential acceptance of something 
transcending ordinary experience.  Faith is not an opinion but a state.  It is the state of 
being grasped by the power of being which transcends everything that is and in which 
everything that is participates.  He who is grasped by this power is able to affirm himself 
because he knows that he is affirmed by the power of being-itself.  In this point mystical 
experience and personal encounter are identical.  In both of them faith is the basis of the 
courage to be. (pp. 158-159)  
 
Wait, I had faith?  I thought I doubted.  I experienced several transcendent moments during my 
year of living resiliently, but I still firmly adhered to the notion that life was meaningless.  I did 
not believe in the Christian God, any god, probably, so how could I have faith? 
 The universe didn’t give a shit, I thought after my grandmother died.  The universe was 
absurd, meaningless.  Tillich (1952/2014) countered, “The act of accepting meaninglessness is in 
itself a meaningful act.  It is an act of faith” (p. 162).  Previously, I viewed the universe’s 
absurdity as, if not hostile, at least benign, but now I saw my potential within the universe.  The 
freedom that was so important to me throughout my life was not just license to do what I wanted.  
Greene (1988) reinforced that “freedom from” was only one part of the dialectic.  Like Frankl 
(1959/2006) noted, I had the ability to choose my own way and a responsibility to do so in a 
meaningful way.  I was neither just a product of my environment nor did I have any essential 
nature.  I existed, in spite of the threat to not exist, and that took courage. 
 Finally, I grasped the courage aspect to resilience.  In fact, Maddi (2004) referred to 
resilience as existential courage in his portrayal of hardiness.  In life, we are constantly faced 
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with choices, choices which reflect how we construct meaning out of our lives.  The results of 
our choices are often unknown, but, if after significant rumination, we choose to risk, we are 
exercising existential courage.  We accept, on faith, the risk of uncertainty.  Each day, we take 
the risk of living, in spite of the knowledge that, at some point, we will not live.  According to 
Tillich (1952/2014), this is the courage to be, and the courage to be took absolute faith. 
 I had thought faith and doubt were opposite ends of the spectrum.  I had been told my 
whole life to accept certain things “on faith,” that I had to “make a leap of faith.”  Tillich 
(1952/2014) held both conceptions on faith were misguided.  Faith was neither a belief nor an 
action that required will.  Instead, Tillich (1952/2014) argued, “Existential doubt and faith are 
poles of the same reality, the state of ultimate concern” (p. 25).  I accepted the concept of doubt 
among people who were already faithful, but not for someone like me who was mostly secular.  I 
had transcendent experiences during my year of living resiliently, but I had not spontaneously 
converted.  Still, Tillich (1952/2014) answered, “An act of faith is an act of a finite being who is 
grasped by and turned to the infinite” (p. 18).  So, I had courage and faith, according to Tillich.  
In my spiritual estuary, however, the concept of God loomed large.  Faith in what? 
 Tillich’s (1957/2009) use of the phrase ultimate concern was often used synonymously 
with faith or religion.  God, then, was the object or symbol of that ultimate concern, often called 
the ground of being.  He was a Lutheran pastor, after all.  When I read and reread, however, I 
realized Tillich suggested that anyone or anything could be one’s ultimate concern, for example, 
status or money.  Even an atheist had faith, faith in nothingness, faith in herself, faith in 
humanity, and so forth.  Absolute faith was quite different.  
 For Tillich (1952/2014), absolute faith transcended the theistic view of God: 
The courage to take meaninglessness into itself presupposes a relation to the ground of 
being which we have called “absolute faith.”  It is without a special content, yet it is not 
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without content.  The content of absolute faith is the “God above God.”  Absolute faith 
and its consequence, the courage that takes the radical doubt, the doubt about God, into 
itself, transcends the theistic idea of God. (p. 167)  
 
When I read the phrase “God above God,” I instinctively understood it.  I had found much of 
Tillich hard to comprehend at first, but when I thought about my biopsy experience, and the 
sense of grace and mystery I felt, I knew I had experienced the God above God.  In fact, Tillich 
(1957/2009) suggested that the only appropriate language for one’s ultimate concern was 
symbolic since “one can only speak of the ultimate in a language which at the same time denies 
the possibility of speaking about it” (p. 70).  I understood symbolism!  All throughout my life I 
had tried to make that point to my evangelical Christian friends who viewed the Bible literally 
and not symbolically.  So, I did have faith, or at least a fleeting familiarity with a God above 
God, and I was grasped by the power of being-itself.  I was courageous in the sense of choosing 
to be as oneself/myself, even amidst a meaningless world and the existential anxiety that resulted 
from that freedom.  I was resilient, and I experienced resilience by opening myself up to mystery 
and by struggling to make sense out of my year of living resiliently.  Lastly, like the struggle, I 
learned that the satisfaction is in the grasping, not in the object of the grasp, the seeking, not the 
sought. 
Resilience as Growth: Neap Tide 
A year later, at this current writing, my health prognosis is excellent.  I am in remission.  
We caught the disease quickly, and I have no liver damage.  I dodged a bullet.  But with a 
chronic autoimmune condition, comes the unknown, and with the unknown comes a clarification 
and a prioritization, and, ironically, a bit of peace.  I cannot control what my autoimmune system 
does.  I can help create a healthy environment with some lifestyle changes, and I have done that.  
I exercise, eat better, get enough sleep, and meditate.  I do what I can.  But, ultimately, I have no 
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control, nor am I to blame if something goes south.  To lose my job, consequently, seemed like 
not such a big deal.  I had been through worse.  I think the self-care and perspective taking with 
myself has been another stop on this spiritual journey.   
There was immense loss last year: loss of control, loss of youth, loss of employment, and 
loss of health.  Yet, there was also immense gratitude: thankful we caught my liver condition 
early, thankful for friends and healthcare workers, thankful for adequate personal education and 
finances, thankful for freedom to choose future options for myself.  As McGonigle (2015) 
suggested, one’s mindset is vital to resilience, and although it feels strange to refer to oneself as 
courageous, if I am truly “growing from stress,” which I know that I am, I suppose, then, that I 
am courageous.   
So, what do I believe now?  I am different from the hostile 15-year-old who delighted in 
mocking others’ beliefs.  That young woman was coming from a place of hurt, as many young 
gays and lesbians have experienced at the hand of Christianity.  Do I believe in a male Christian 
god?  No.  It is a story.  Do I believe, however, that there is a lot we do not understand or can 
know?  Yes.  I believe in a soul, I believe in energy.  When we die, that energy has to go 
somewhere.  I believe animals have an ineffable spirit, as does all of nature.  Mostly, I believe 
that it does not matter what I believe, what matters is how I treat others.  As a result of this past 
year, I am far less arrogant and much more empathetic regarding spiritual issues.  I have learned 
that I have a lot to learn.  I certainly have had pity parties when I questioned “Why me?” or 






Chapter 6: Implications for Leadership 
You do not need to know precisely what is happening, or exactly where it is all going.  
What you need is to recognize the possibilities and challenges offered by the present moment, 
and to embrace them with courage, faith and hope. 
~Thomas Merton 
 
I just have one more thing to say 
~“Kissie Ansedon” Age 6 
 
 James Joyce wrote, “For myself, I always write about Dublin, because if I can get to the 
heart of Dublin I can get to the heart of all the cities of the world.  In the particular is contained 
the universal” (Ellman, 1959, p, 557).  Similarly, scholarly personal narrative (SPN) research 
requires the writer to draw connections between and among themes, personal stories, and theory 
and then link those connections to universalizable or generalizable ideas for a larger readership 
(Nash & Bradley, 2011).  Additionally, the writer is encouraged to illuminate implications for 
their profession and to suggest future areas of study.  This element of the SPN process is called 
we-search, and ideally, it should flow organically and inductively from the researcher’s data and 
stories.  The chapter that follows includes three goals: First, I provide my assertions and 
implications for leaders and leadership, institutions of higher education (IHE), and individuals in 
general, using the themes of mind, body, and spirit, respectively.  Second, I suggest areas of 
future study, and third, I close with some final reflections as I attempt to answer the queries “So 
what and now what?” 
Leaders and Leadership—Great Minds 
 When I was laid off from Meadow View State University, my world was rocked.  I had 
been a successful college administrator and staff member for 20 years, and in an instant, that 
career disappeared.  I knew that as a person I was more than the words on my resume, but our 
American society is so work-identified that it is normal for our self-esteem to take a nosedive 
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when these events happen to us.  I was in a different place in my life than when I worked at 
Waterfall State, so I recovered quickly and, in fact, grew from the personal stress.  But I certainly 
engaged in some intentional reflection and rumination.  As a consequence, I developed several 
hypotheses and propositions for how leaders can inculcate resilience among our staffs and 
among ourselves in such a way that we can bring our best selves to our work, our colleagues, and 
our organizations. 
As with any professional, I performed some tasks well and struggled with others.  When I 
left Birch Bark State, after 12 years, my staff gave me a memory book full of photographs and 
stories of our time together.  I read the book again when I was laid off from Meadow View and 
felt humbled by the words Kelly, now the director of admissions at Birch Bark, wrote:  
Kris, What a journey.  What can’t be shown in pictures is the development and support 
you’ve so generously given to so many of us over the years.  You truly leave a legacy, 
Kris, and I’m forever grateful for having had you as my Director, as you had the 
confidence and faith to let me learn and grow and test over the past 9 years.  There’s so 
much you’ve taught me Kris, and one of the most important is to nurture the human spirit 
and invest in your people—personally and professionally.  I will miss you . . . and I will 
bug you!  Thank you for the support, the love, and the chance.  Be fabulous, Kris.  
Forever Grateful, Kelly 
 
I wept as I read her note.  That particular group of people was special, and I felt lucky to have 
known them.  I was and am proud of what we built together.  We were not perfect.  I was not a 
perfect director, but we learned from each other how to nurture a healthy, resilient, thriving 
community.   
 How do we nurture the human spirit in higher education and in our teams?  How do we 
foster a sense of resilience that focuses on mind, body, and spirit?  I assert we need to start by 
taking Greene’s (1988) words to heart.  If we do not “have the capacity to surpass the given and 
look at things as if they could be otherwise” (p. 3), if we cannot envision a better future and 
deploy our personal energies to those efforts, we will not succeed.  We will continue to spin our 
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wheels with partisan, narrow issues that do not positively impact the lives of our students or our 
colleagues.  The first step to envisioning a better future is to eliminate false choices and 
dichotomies.   
In writing this chapter and pondering my leadership both before and after a year of living 
resiliently, it felt as though all of my readings, writings, stories, and thoughts throughout my now 
50 years led to this moment and realization: The world is not binary.  This conclusion is not 
newsworthy to my more abstract, intuitive friends, but to this concrete, sequential, linear learner, 
the embrace of both/and in place of either/or, and by extension, the elimination of the 
subject/object divide, was a profound form of intellectual, physical, and metaphysical whiplash.   
As a leader, I was great at categorization, problem-solving, and critique.  I found binaries 
easy to identify and usually aligned myself with one pole or the other.  I was lousy at abstract 
thought and always looked on with amazement at those friends and colleagues who verbalized 
abstractions so clearly when my brain was a jumbled morass.  I tended not to know what I was 
thinking until I said things out loud.  I learned to monitor this proclivity with younger staff who 
tended to take my musings literally.   
With the dissertation process, whole sentences emanated from my hands before my brain 
engaged, and I had to reread to find out what I thought.  As writer Joan Didion wrote, “I don’t 
know what I think until I write it down.”  I experienced the same phenomenon.  When I wrote 
the chapter about spirit, I felt something converge, and I could not come up with a better word 
than “thing.”  I blanked.  Convergence, perhaps?  A tapestry?  Heidegger (1953/2010) rejected 
Cartesian dualism, and when I read about his concept of dasein, or being-in-the-world, I 
immediately remembered my own vision of leadership as a “way of being in the world.”  I 
recalled all the dualisms I addressed, some overtly, some obliquely: mind/body, head/heart, 
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god/man, subject/object, man/woman, gay/straight, nature/nurture, and love/hate.  My natural 
inclination to divide and categorize (conquer?) was premised on the assumption that I knew the 
categories and possessed the power of naming.  When I encountered a spiritual experience I 
could not name, all other ways of knowing for me were brought into question.  In many areas of 
my life, I had straddled categorizations and lived in two worlds, economically, geographically, 
sexually, but for some reason I had not connected certain gray areas of my life, certain liminal 
identities, to my intellectual, physical, or spiritual worlds.  Those areas were still black and 
white.  So, in a way, this convergence was a way of becoming whole, and the phrase spiritual 
estuary came through my fingers onto the keyboard. 
Couldn’t we say the same about resilience and growing through stress?  That resilience is 
about becoming whole?  That it is about trudging through that low tide of our lives, knowing the 
high tide will come again and bring new growth to the estuary of our lives?  Am I pushing that 
metaphor too hard?  Creatures who live in the brackish waters of an estuary do not just adapt, 
they thrive.  The tides may be controlled by the moon and sun, but the lifeforms exist in-
between.  They know when to surface, and they know when to burrow into the mud.  As leaders, 
do we know when to hunker down and when to emerge or do we allow our personal and 
professional lives to be determined by elemental forces we cannot control?  Can we recognize 
the binaries, the false choices, and thrive within the brackish waters?  How can we recognize the 
rhythms of our worlds? 
As an enrollment director, I lived within the binary poles of my discipline.  As any 
admissions director knows, many enrollment metrics conflict with one another.  Institutional 
goals for student test scores, geographic diversity, athletic or musical talent, racial/ethnic 
diversity, donor or alumni relationships, or academic program array must all be balanced, and the 
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tradeoffs must be explained to administrators, many of whom are loath to address the conflicts or 
to publicly state enrollment priorities, lest a campus constituent protest.  I admit that many times 
I took enrollment goals and put them in conflict with one another to try to leverage additional 
resources for my staff and office.  Mostly, those conflicts and tradeoffs were legitimate, but on 
occasion, we accomplished seemingly incompatible goals by examining a dilemma in a new 
way.  
When I was laid off, I initially posed binary choices for myself: work or not work; stay in 
our present location or relocate; in a sense, fight or flight.  Each of these options came with 
tradeoffs, and none of them seemed ideal.  What do we do when we seem to be faced with no 
good choices?  How do we live within the tensions?  Sometimes, it takes a change of scenery.  
Sometimes, we need to take a walk, have lunch with a friend, read a book, or go on vacation.  
We need a fresh perspective to see more options for ourselves.  After much thought, I realized I 
could go a third way.  I could go back to school and finish my doctorate, something that had 
been nagging at me for years but for which I did not have time with an engrossing career.  
As I reflected on my layoff experience, I realized Bill could have pursued many other 
options to accomplish the institution’s budget cut.  I admit that, of course, I did not want to lose 
my job, so these observations could appear self-serving, but other choices could have made the 
institution and community far more resilient.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) noted that 
individuals who endured traumatic events in their lives emerged from those events with clarified 
priorities, and that phenomenon was true for me.  Priorities, in fact, and how we as leaders speak 
to those priorities, are key elements to how we can build resilience in ourselves and our staffs.  
I was hired at Meadow View State because its enrollment was declining.  Enrollment was 
an institutional priority, and various institutional documents and strategic plans emphasized its 
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central role in campus success.  Upon my hire, I was assured that I would have all the necessary 
tools to be successful.  I was told that the faculty and staff were galvanized, and the 
administration was poised to marshal resources on behalf of this crucial effort.  Within 6 months 
of my hiring, my meager new enrollment division’s budget was cut, and within less than 2 years, 
my position was eliminated, even though we had turned around the institution’s enrollment 
trajectory.  
During my tenure at Meadow View, I encountered a campus whose resilience was in 
shambles.  After years of leadership turnover, most faculty and staff had chosen to hunker down, 
burrow in the mud, and ride out the low tide.  Occasionally, when a new, energetic leader came 
on board, much of campus rallied around this person as a kind of savior, but when the tide did 
not rise as quickly as hoped, individuals shrugged, adopted an attitude of learned helplessness 
(Maier & Seligman, 2016), and said, “Well, we’re just little Meadow View.  What can you 
expect?” and sank back into the sand, oblivious to the potential that the high tide provided.  
Twenty years earlier, this campus had been a feisty, can-do kind of place, steeped in its salt-of-
the-earth agricultural roots, and it broke my heart to see the low morale.  
What does it say to our colleagues, our staff members, and our students when our actions 
do not match our stated priorities?  I suggest that even though it may appear to be “fair” when 
adopting a stance that says “we all participate in the budget cut,” in fact, it only contributes to an 
everyone-for-herself condition.  Leaders need to be clear about their vision and their priorities 
when faced with institutional crises.  Staff members look to leaders for cues, and if we are unable 
or unwilling to make tough decisions, we cannot expect our faculty and staff members’ support.  
Taking the easy way out may result in some short-term political gain, but in the long run, our 
resilience frays.   
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McGonigle (2015) said that resilience is like a muscle, and we can “get good at stress.”  
Although the budget cut situation was just one episode at Meadow View, it was illustrative for 
how leaders cope with crises.  I was struck by my graduate assistant’s comments during the 
campus budget reduction sessions.  Geno’s assistantship was split between my division and 
another division.  He said, “I went to your session and I went to David’s, and even though you 
both communicated the same information, I felt nervous after his and reassured after yours.”  
When I queried him about the difference, he told me that I was realistic and humane.  And while 
our division may need to make some hard decisions, those decisions would be based on our 
priorities.   
I remembered the session Geno referenced, and I wish I could say I had felt as confident 
as he made me sound.  In fact, I was quite ill with my liver condition, and I had no clue how I 
was going to absorb this budget cut without laying off staff.  I was furious with the senior 
administration on campus.  Our division had worked hard to support students, and we were 
making enrollment gains, supposedly a campus priority, only to be told that we needed to be cut 
because “we all needed to sacrifice.”  Unfortunately, senior administration adopted a myopic 
stance and was far more talented at managing spreadsheets than people.  They did not seem to be 
able to imagine that we could cut the budget and invest in our people if we were intentional.  
Perhaps what Geno sensed was my newfound empathy that I developed during my year 
of living resiliently.  I had become “good at stress,” and I tried to put myself in my division’s 
shoes.  During my liver crisis, I did not want someone to give me bad news with a Pollyanna 
attitude, nor did I want doom and gloom.  I wanted realism with a dose of humor and empathy.  
As leaders, when we truly do not know the future during a dilemma, I have found that staff 
appreciate empathetic candor far more than empty promises, plucky optimism, or pessimistic 
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solidarity.  They needed reassurance that we recognized that they brought their whole lives to 
their work—their mind, body, and spirit—but they also wanted to know that decisions were 
intentional, coherent, and congruent, even if they personally disagreed with those decisions.  
Lastly, they needed timely communication, even if there were no answers at the time.  Just 
having access to my thought process and the opportunity to feel listened to and included in that 
process seemed meaningful to them.  Maybe that is what Kelly meant by her “nurturing the 
human spirit” observation.   
Perhaps during our budget struggle, my division felt a sense of vicarious resilience 
(Hernandez, Gangsei, & Engstrom, 2007).  I cannot speak for them, but some members of our 
division knew about my health crisis.  I did not share the information widely, but it was not a 
secret.  Leaders, too, need support, and I found that support especially from Mike and Carol, who 
were privy to my fear.  I allowed myself to be vulnerable, hopefully not in a way that was 
maudlin or embarrassing but rather in a way that acknowledged my own humanity, and, by 
extension, theirs.  
At Birch Bark State, in contrast to Meadow View, we developed a resilient office culture 
in part, I think, by honoring our humanity, acknowledging our interdependence, and encouraging 
each others’ becoming.  I could not say there was any single moment or crisis that precipitated 
our growth as a staff; rather, our growth evolved over time through the day to day joys and 
struggles we all encountered.  We had an unusually long-tenured staff, and although many of us 
were young, we stayed at Birch Bark for several years.  As a result, we experienced births, 
deaths, marriages, divorces, and illnesses together. 
When I read what Kelly wrote to me, I was struck by the phrase “to nurture the human 
spirit.”  If I were asked about my leadership style, I would not use those words, yet when I read 
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them, they rang true.  Existential freedom and autonomy were qualities important to me as a 
person, so, naturally, I brought that philosophy into my daily leadership practice.  Kelly is 
incredibly observant and was one of those individuals who knew how to articulate the chaos in 
my brain.  Sometimes we need others to help us see in ourselves attributes we cannot yet 
distinguish, and I think Kelly identified one element unique to that office and staff. 
Thich Nhat Hanh (as cited in in Parks Daloz, Keen, Keen, & Parks, 1996, p. 25) referred 
to this interconnectedness between the internal and external as interbeing.  When we invest in 
individuals in our work spaces, we invest in our team.  When we invest in our team, we invest in 
our institutions.  The investment is circular.  Phrased another way, we cannot develop our 
institutions without developing our teams, and we cannot develop our teams without developing 
our individuals.  At Birch Bark, we tried to support each other as individuals, both at work and at 
home, because we recognized that “everything is in everything else.”   
As the leader of the office, my role was to create the environment where people could 
risk, succeed, fail, struggle, learn, and thrive.  As Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) observed, growth 
comes from struggle.  Resilience comes from successfully struggling with a crisis and having the 
courage to choose being even in the face of nonbeing (Tillich, 1952/2014).  Just as Mrs. Bologna 
encouraged my becoming, I have tried to model leadership as a way of being in the world and to 
support individuals however they define support.  Sometimes I was successful, and sometimes I 
was not, but I tried to be an authentic person as well as leader. What I have come to embrace, 
however, is a form of Existential Leadership.  
When I sought to create a list of how we inculcate resilience on the part of leaders and 
staff, I wrote up a list of things to do and ways to be, things like: nurture the human spirit; create 
an environment where staff can bring their best selves; invest in people; support professional 
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development; take risks, let staff fail, and help them make sense out of those failures; trust, play, 
and push staff.  I thought of leadership as a way of being in the world: be present; be honest; be 
vulnerable; be authentic.  As I looked at the two lists, none of which I thought was remarkably 
unique, I realized I was using words aligned with Existentialism, words like authentic, being in 
the world, and self.  If resilience were existential courage, then surely we can build resilience by 
fostering an existential approach to leadership.  
Although there is a proliferation of literature around leadership studies, very few of those 
studies use an existentialist lens (Jones, 2014).  Yet “being” and “doing” are core themes to 
Existentialism (Lawler, 2005).  Existentialists are concerned with viewing things and people “as 
they are” in the world, free to act and exercise their authenticity.  They are also concerned with 
meaning, and in an age where we have lost trust in our institutions, I suggest that Existentialism 
might prove to be a fruitful mode to explore questions of leadership.  
Frankl (1959/2006) suggested that man’s primary motivation in life is to find meaning.  
In contrast to Freud’s will to pleasure or Adler’s will to power, Frankl posited that “man’s main 
concern is not to gain pleasure or to avoid pain but rather to see a meaning in his life” (p. 113).  
If we apply an existentialist lens to ourselves as leaders, we become less concerned with issues 
of power, influence, politics, corporatism, and rationalism (Big Data), and more attuned to topics 
like the ones I mentioned in the above paragraphs, topics like workplace climate, personal 
development, and authentic leadership.  In my own leadership experience, I derived far more 
satisfaction and meaning out of nurturing staff members’ development than I ever did reaching 
an impersonal enrollment target.  Deep meaning comes from person-to-person connection, and 




Institutions of Higher Education—The Body 
 When I considered resilience in higher education, I again thought of the binaries and false 
dichotomies we use.  Institutions of higher education are hierarchical entities, and like me, they 
are good at categorization: faculty/administration, on-campus/off-campus students, 
domestic/international students, liberal arts/career-training, public/private.  We use these 
categories not just to describe ourselves and others but to leverage resources for “us” as opposed 
to “them,” to reify the hegemonic structures in place.  Legislators in my state have been 
particularly adept at controlling this binary narrative as a way of manipulating the state 
mythology regarding its budget.   
 Throughout my 20 years of experience in public higher education, I have heard support 
for education framed as a competition between two factions when it came time for the state 
budget.  During the “tough on crime” days of the 1990s, public higher education was pitted 
against state corrections.  Legislators told us that they would love to support our state university 
system, but, you know, we need to be tough on criminals and support the growth of prisons.  
After the Twin Towers fell in 2001 and the economy tanked, higher education needed to be 
sensitive to homeland security and infrastructure, and we needed to do our part in helping the 
state’s budget deficit by taking pay cuts and furlough days.  After our country’s two wars in the 
Middle East concluded, we needed to recognize and support the returning veterans who needed 
job retraining, most of which required supporting the state’s technical college system, not the 
universities.  For 20 years, I heard public universities versus corrections; public universities 
versus tax cuts (designed to stimulate a sagging economy); public universities versus technical 
colleges.   
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 For our faculty and staff, we watched these conversations and subsequent decisions turn a 
robust public university system into a shadow of its former self.  Millions of dollars in budget 
cuts meant the systematic, intentional, completely avoidable dismantling of public higher 
education.  The situation in our state, however, was not isolated.  The gradual rise of political 
populism and erosion of education as a public good (as opposed to private) was a national 
phenomenon (Cramer, 2016; Frank, 2005; Kezar, Chambers, & Burkhardt, 2005).  Nonetheless, 
it felt like universities were no longer admired but, rather, were vilified for sucking up taxpayer 
dollars and producing pointy-headed elitists who could only get a job as a barista.  Higher 
education was all well and good, we were told, but the state was not going to support it to the 
degree that we had become accustomed.  We thought we were privileged, and we were, but we 
also thought we had earned that privilege.  What do you do when your status declines?  What do 
you do when the foundation to your entire industry crumbles?  How do you maintain some sense 
of personal meaning in a hostile environment? 
 Regardless of whether one might agree with the philosophy of knocking higher education 
down a peg, busting the public-sector unions, and encouraging employment (as opposed to just 
education) of college graduates, the reality was that public higher education suffered trauma…a 
seismic disruption to its assumptive world (Janoff-Bulman, 1992).  Institutions of higher 
education assumed that education was a public good, but the public questioned that assumption.  
I assert that public higher education chose the incorrect path in facing this challenge.  In my 
study about personal resilience, I learned that when we authentically and intentionally choose our 
own way, choose to be, even in the face of non-being, we enjoy far more meaningful futures for 
ourselves, and in that way, we are the authors of our own narrative.  
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 Public higher education in my state lost control of the narrative and lost a sense of 
agency.  We bought into parochial and populist messages about what colleges were supposed to 
be, and we twisted ourselves into something unrecognizable trying to show, for example, that 
liberal arts majors get good jobs—which, in fact, they do, but our institutions became some 
bizarre hybrid, trying to respond to the whims of legislators instead of being the most authentic 
version of ourselves that we could be.  We embraced the binary thinking that just reified the 
“binaryness” of the power structure.  We hoped for a better budget . . . next biennium, next cycle, 
if we can “show the pain,” if we can show how much money we add to the economy, if we can 
say that our faculty and staff were taxpayers, too.  We constantly started with their argument and 
tried to fit into it instead of crafting our own narrative based on our existential reality.  If we had 
exercised our autonomy and asserted our narrative, would the reality of the budget had changed?  
Maybe not, but we would have felt more resilient and less victimized. 
Now, I am not a Pollyanna, and I am not suggesting that we stick our heads in the sand 
and ignore external reality.  As an admissions director, I was very concerned about students’ 
employability.  But I am asserting that we need existential courage and the courage to grow from 
and through the stress by paying attention to the minds/bodies/spirits of our organizations.  Just 
as I recognized that my mindset had a powerful effect on my resilience and that a propensity for 
resilience could be passed down to us generationally, I argue that organizations need to take a 
page from neuroscience and engage in activities that encourage organizational neuroplasticity. 
Can our institutions change and adjust?  Absolutely.  We probably all know institutional 
myths, cultures, and characteristics that seem to be in the institutional DNA.  What about our 
organizational DNA is fixed and what is fluid?  Which elements have been handed down in our 
lineage and from our founders, and which have been activated by environmental factors?  At 
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Meadow View, I witnessed collective trauma in its response to crises.  The institution’s people, 
at times, appeared to manifest a form of PTSD . . . constantly replaying distressing moments 
from its past.  Leadership had short memories, and I was asked the same question about 
projected enrollment data so many times, even though I had provided the answers only days 
prior, that I truly began to worry about Bill’s health.   
We also reacted the same way to every challenge at Meadow View . . . like a fight or 
flight stress response that appeared unchangeable.  The stress response ran something like this: 
stressor  faculty senate pressure  administrative hedging  reactive study group  
proposals suggested  campus excitement  staff hired  budget cut  lack of accountability 
or appropriate resources for staff  unmet goals  staff reorganized  campus cynicism.  What 
if we changed our stress response?  How would our resilience be different if we changed our 
mindset?  What if we could change the narrative of how we reacted to trauma . . . the story we 
tell about ourselves?  How could higher education reclaim its unique role in American 
democracy by embracing “both/and” and resuscitating the existential power of narrative 
freedom?  I suppose my answers are in my questions.  
All of Us—The Spirit 
 Having “one more thing to say” has defined my life.  That burning urge to be heard has 
sometimes proved tough on friendships and relationships, especially with an introverted spouse.  
My goal in life has been to seek . . . to understand, and I understand through argument, not 
through being argumentative, although I think I have been misunderstood to be that way.  I 
confess to needing to have the last word and be right.  At times, that personality trait has been 
seen as combative, or persistent to a fault, when, in reality, I have tried to be understood . . . and I 
understand through doubting, questioning, wrestling, and struggling.  Through this research, I 
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have discovered that part of my resilience and growth stemmed from my willingness 
(inevitability?) to struggle with what my year of living resiliently meant. 
 All of us encounter struggles and crises in our lives.  We lose someone dear to us, we lose 
a job, we lose our health.  We “lose.”  If we are willing or able to engage in often painful critical 
reflection about those losses, more so than the wins in our life, we can experience growth.  In 
describing good memoirs, Gornick (2003) stated, “What actually happened is only raw material; 
what the writer makes of what happened is all that matters” (para. 5).  I assert the same principle 
applies to all of us.  I would like to have my job back, I would like not to have a chronic disease, 
and I am sure that Karla would like to have her mother alive, but since those choices are not 
available to us, what are we to make of those crises?   
 I have been blessed with a sure sense of agency in my life.  That characteristic, however, 
tended to manifest itself in opinions on how other people should live.  My fifth-grade teacher, on 
a report card, once wrote, “Kris, at times, has more interest in the progress of others than her 
own.”  Apparently, I would go around to classmates and “check their work.”  I am a bit mortified 
now to think I was so arrogant, but I thought everyone was as confident and free as I was and 
appreciated my help.  My sure sense of freedom and responsibility attracted me to Existentialism 
later in life, but, like religion, I found just as much fodder to criticize others as inspire myself.  I 
was hard on people, and I was hard on myself.   
 I have mellowed, somewhat, as a result of age and maturity, but also as a result of 
empathy.  I do not have as much need to control others or circumstances, which has made me 
more resilient.  When we let go and let the current carry us for a while, we can get to shore.  It 
may not be where we thought we would land, but swimming against the riptide is tiring.  We 
expend a ton of energy but find that we stay in place or even fall backwards.  Sometimes, we 
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drown.  When we let go and fall into suffering, we can grow from certainty to mystery, from 
criticality to empathy, and from judgment to acceptance.  
Future Research Opportunities 
 As I investigated topics and methodologies for my dissertation, it was clear that 
resilience, stress, and mindfulness were resurgent topics in American popular culture.  
Additionally, memoirs also were numerous.  I paused before proceeding with my SPN and 
wondered how my story could fill a gap.  As I read more broadly and deeply into the scholarly 
literature on psychology, especially, it became clear that quantitative methods still dominated.  
McAdams (2008) particularly encouraged qualitative and narrative research as a way to bridge 
the gap between formal scholarship and popular literature.  Humans are story makers, story 
tellers, and story listeners.  Each story is unique, but each story adds to the universal tapestry of 
the human condition.  We need more narrative research, and we need to continually reinforce 
narrative methodologies as legitimate modes of inquiry.  Narrative research not only bridges the 
divide between subject/object, but it breaks down the false boundaries of academic disciplines.  
We live interdisciplinary lives, and our research needs to reflect such lives and the complex 
questions we inhabit. 
 Case in point: As I investigated various philosophical frames with which to interpret and 
interrogate my year of living resiliently, I was encouraged to consider Transformational Learning 
Theory (Mezirow, 1990).  As I read the literature, I discovered parallels between the path and 
process Mezirow (1995) described and my own experience.  I also recognized similar themes to 
those within the literature around post-traumatic growth theory.  For example, Mezirow’s (1995) 
description of a disorienting dilemma, an event that precipitated critical reflection and a 
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reintegration of newfound meaning, seemed analogous to the seismic event detailed in Calhoun 
and Tedeschi (2013). 
As I dug further into the data (termed perspectives in SPN-speak), however, I found my 
process of meaning-making to be not as rational and analytical as Mezirow’s (1995).  If my 
research question focused solely around my job layoff, and the impact of that experience upon 
my life schema and leadership approach, Transformational Learning Theory might have fit.  I 
certainly experienced a disorientation dilemma that prompted critical reflection of my beliefs and 
assumptions.  But my layoff was the capstone of a disorienting year, not the precipitating event.   
My meaning-making process was less intentional, less rational than Mezirow’s (1991) process 
described.  It was intuitive, emotional, and unintended.  There certainly were moments of critical 
reflection: should I seek a job or go back to school?  How do I keep myself healthy by changing 
behavior?  Why did Meadow View act the way they did, and what might I have done to 
encourage that behavior?  Could I have done anything differently?  And perhaps now that I am 
two-years divorced from the visceral nature of that year, I could approach the critical reflection 
cerebrally.  At the time, however, my learning and meaning-making was not cerebral; it was 
visceral.  My critical reflection was not reflective; it was ruminative.  It woke me up in the 
middle of the night with sobs that racked my body and shredded my soul.  My assumptive world, 
a world that privileged the mind over the body and ignored the soul, became a world that 
integrated mind, body, and spirit in a radical, existential way.  Additional research that delineates 
rumination from critical reflection as it relates to trauma and meaning-making, especially among 
women, whose ways of knowing and meaning-making are different, is desperately needed.   
Finally, my research question focused around the meaning I made out of my year of 
living resiliently.  I was interested in how I grew from stress and trauma, not in what I learned.  
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To me, learning and growth were fundamentally different processes, characterized by learning as 
“head knowledge,” and growth as “body knowledge.”  Because I fundamentally changed my 
view of spirituality, I subsequently adopted Maddi’s (2004) existential definition of resilience as 
“the courage to grow from stress” as my own.  Did I learn some things as a result of my year?  
Absolutely.  Did I experience a profound transformation in how I made meaning out of my 
trauma and stress?  No question.  The piece that Transformational Learning Theory lacked, 
however, and what PTG theory and Existentialism contained was the concept of freedom and 
existential choice, a concept that was central to my meaning-making.  
As I noted in the initial section of this chapter, Existentialism has not been a common 
theoretical approach through which to interrogate leadership studies (Jones, 2014).  Leadership 
and management research, at least research from a business perspective, has a Rationalist 
tendency, stemming from a long tradition of scientific management approaches (Lawler, 2005).  
While that approach is useful to study organizational behavior or case studies on large-scale 
human dynamics, it fails to account for the lived experience of both leaders and followers as they 
live their work lives, as they are “in the world.”  Qualitative studies that employ a 
phenomenological lens or an existentialist lens can shed light on issues of human freedom in the 
workplace, leaders’ authenticity, and meaning in our work worlds.  Indeed, recognizing the 
importance of emotional intelligence in leadership would seem to naturally lead toward a theory 
of Existentialist Leadership, a theory that would emphasize leadership as a way of “being in the 
world.” 
 Tedeschi, Cann, Taku, Senol-Durak, and Calhoun (2017) and Shaw, Joseph, and Linley 
(2005) expressed the need for more research into posttraumatic growth and spirituality.  I agree 
and would add that we need additional research and stories that detail spiritual growth among the 
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non-religious and non-Christian.  Perhaps “growth” is too assumptive of a word, and perhaps we 
mean “change” or “existential awareness.”  Nonetheless, crises in our lives can prompt reflection 
not just for the already religious, but for the secular souls in our midst.  Longitudinal research 
about the lasting spiritual effects of those crises would be welcome.  
 Lastly, it was apparent to me, as I mined stories in my past, that my working-class roots 
deeply impacted my resilience and capacity to grow from stress.  I do not suggest that I coped 
better because of those roots, but I wonder if I coped differently.  Most researchers on the 
influence of socioeconomic status on resilience have studied children and adolescents and 
focused on risk and protective factors (Garmezy, 1991; Werner, 1995; Werner & Smith, 2001).  
Research on the intersection of economic class and posttraumatic growth on an individual 
narrative level would fill a need in the literature.  
Conclusion—Now What? 
 In the spirit of Jane Austen, “Dear Reader, did I answer my question?”  As I examined 
the source of my resilience and my meaning-making around growth and stress, I realized we are 
all more than the sum of our parts.  If we dig deep enough, we can find threads and themes in the 
most mundane moments of our lives.  I tried to select the moments and stories and characters 
most relevant to my research question, and I tried to make universal the themes of existential 
yearnings that evolve when we encounter crises.  The human spirit is, by nature, a resilient one.  
I have had my share of pain, as have we all.  So, where do we go from here?  Where do I go from 
here?  How do we feel when hope comes back?   
 As Frankl (1959/2006) noted, the prime quest for humanity is the will to meaning.  
During certain moments in my life, indeed in all of our lives, I have sought pleasure or power 
over meaning.  When faced with trauma, however, those psychological drives bowed to a 
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different motivation – the drive to find meaning in a meaningless event in a meaningless world.  
I emerged from that experience not with a nihilistic worldview, but rather with a renewed and 
different sense of myself and of the world.   
 How does a human find meaning in a meaningless world?  How does one emerge 
resilient when resilience seems so far away and unrealistic?  I suppose if I had written a different 
dissertation, I would now give the reader a set of bullet points…findings…a distilled list that the 
casual reader could flip to and ingest.  Alas, life requires more work than that, and my findings 
are in my stories and reflections.  The entire point of my story of and research on resilience is to 
show that we all are in the process of “becoming.”  We are neither predetermined by biology nor 
are we predestined by our history.  Humans are more than nature and nurture, subject and object, 
essence and existence.  Humans can choose.   
As I write these final paragraphs, I am sitting on my patio, enjoying a warm May day in 
the Midwest.  It’s midafternoon on a weekday, so my neighborhood is mostly quiet, except for 
chirping birds, busy squirrels, and cars on the distant interstate.  Two years ago, I also enjoyed a 
beautiful day, but I was home because I had just been laid off and needed a mental health day.  I 
was not depressed back then, but my future was unclear.  Today, I am in a different place.  In 3 
weeks, my car will be one of the many noises heading east.  
 I have accepted an interim position as an administrator at a public university on the East 
Coast.  A friend called me, out of the blue, and asked if I could come help his campus.  Prior to 
his phone call, I did not know whether I wanted to work again in higher education.  After 20 
years, and after my year of living resiliently, I wondered if I still belonged in higher education.  
Did the newfound growth I experienced mean I grew out of higher education?  Was there 
something newer, better, different waiting for me?  Can we truly never go home again?  This 
174 
 
weekend, I visited the university where I am going to work.  I saw my past and future merge, 
stretching to the horizon like the ocean.  Life is strange and wonderful:  An old friend has given 
me an opportunity to dip my toe back into college administration (mind).  My health is so good 
that I can now have a beer at a baseball game or savor a glass of champagne (body).  Oh, and my 
new campus?  It’s on an estuary (spirit?). 
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